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The cause of all martyrdom is the truth of faith.1 
 
It is not the suffering but the cause that makes the martyr, as Augustine 
says. . . . One suffers for Christ by suffering not only for the faith of Christ but 
for any just deed done for the love of Christ: blessed are those who are 
persecuted for justice’s sake. (Matt 5:10)2 
 
As long as the Gospel is preached in this world—and that means to the end of 
time—the Church will also have martyrs. . . . Certainly, there may be times in 
which martyrs are fewer and times in which they are more; but to say that at 
certain times there are no martyrs at all would be to deny the Church’s 
existence at that time.3 
 

 1 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 124, a. 5. All citations from the 
Summa Theologiae are taken from the translation of the Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Bros., 1948; repr. Christian Classics, 1981). 
Alterations are indicated by brackets. Translations from other works of Thomas 
Aquinas, if not indicated otherwise, are mine. All Latin citations from the Summa 

Theologiae are taken from Sancti Thomae de Aquino, Summa Theologiae, 3d ed. (Turin: 
Edizioni San Paolo, 1999). 
 2 Thomas Aquinas, VIII Rom., lect. 7. (St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the 

Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans, trans. F. R. Larcher, O.P., ed. J. Mortensen and E. 
Alarcón, Latin/English Edition of the Works of St. Thomas Aquinas 37 [Lander, Wy.: 
The Aquinas Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012], 241). 
 3 Erik Peterson, “Witness to the Truth,” in idem, Theological Tractates, ed. and 
trans. with intro. by Michael J. Hollerich (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
2011), 156-57. 
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I. CHRISTIAN MARTYRDOM PAST AND PRESENT 
 

 According to the Gospel of St. John, Christ, the Incarnate 
Logos, through whom all things were made (John 1:3) spoke 
thus of himself: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no 
one comes to the Father but by me” (John 14:6 [RSV]). His 
coming was announced by his precursor, St. John the Baptist, 
whose mission was to testify: “He came for testimony 
[marturiva], to bear witness [marturei~n] to the light, that all 
might believe [pisteuei~n] through him” (John 1:7 [RSV]).  
 Testifying (marturei~n) to Christ, who is the Truth, is the 
principal activity of all whom Christ calls to be his friends (John 
15:15) and who carry out the love of this friendship—charity—
by doing what he commands (John 14:15, 23). As the Spirit of 
truth (to pneu~ma th~" ajlhqeiva") will bear witness (marturhvsei) 
to Christ, so will the disciples bear witness (martureìte), filled 
with the Spirit of truth (John 15:26ff.). Even in the earliest 
apostolic tradition, the Greek verb marturei~n takes on the 
connotation, not only of testifying, but also of being a witness 
usque ad sanguinem, in short, of being martyred. After 
Pentecost, for the apostles and eventually for the whole 
ejkklhsiva qeoù zw`nto" (1 Tim 3:15), “fighting the good fight of 
faith” (1 Tim 6:12) came to mean first and foremost to testify 
to Christ, who is the Truth. For most, if not all of the apostles, 
and for innumerable faithful after them, such testifying led and 
continues to lead to a deeper imitation of Christ who, in 
Thomas Aquinas’s words, “offered the example for all, to die 
for the truth.”4 Christ’s exemplary death was preceded by the 

 

 4 “Christ gave to all the example of dying for the truth” (IV Sent., d. 7, q. 3, a. 2, 
qcla. 1, arg. 2). See also the following statements from various other works: “there are 
some who, although they do not fear death, abhor an abject death. And even to the 
contempt of such a death did our Lord inspire men by the example of His death” 
(ScG IV, c. 55 [20] [Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, Book Four: 

Salvation, trans. Charles O’Neil (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 
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martyrdom of St. John the Baptist and was soon to be followed 
by the martyrdoms of St. Stephen and St. James.5 Since then 
martyrdom has been regarded by the Catholic Church as a 
unique perfection of charity in the imitation of Christ, testifying 
to the truth usque ad sanguinem. 
 On December 3, 2012, the Catholic layman Devasahayam 
Pillai was beatified in Nagorcoil, in the southern state of Tamil 
Nadu, India.6 Belonging to an upper-caste family, Bl. Pillai had 
encountered the Christian faith while a soldier. In 1745, at the 
age of 33, he was baptized and received the name Devasahayam, 
a Tamil rendering of the biblical name Lazar, “God has helped.” 
In 1752, after enduring imprisonment and brutal torture for 
three long years, Bl. Pillai was executed for refusing to renounce 
the Catholic faith. The Catholic Church recognized Deva-
sahayam Pillai as having undergone death voluntarily in odium 
fidei. 
 On May 25, 2013, Fr. Giuseppe Puglisi was beatified in 
Palermo, Sicily.7 In 1993, on his fifty-sixth birthday, he had 
been assassinated by Mafia killers. The Catholic Church 
acknowledged Bl. Giuseppe Puglisi to have died a martyr. But 
he did not die because his murderers hated the Catholic faith 
and thus persecuted the faithful, and especially prelates and 

                                                 

1975), 243]). “[I]n order that Christ’s death might not only be the price of the 
redemption but also an example of virtue, namely in order that men should not fear to 
die for the truth” (Quodl. II, q. 1, a. 2 [Saint Thomas Aquinas, Quodlibetal Questions 1 

and 2, trans. Sandra Edwards (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1983), 
76]). “But the good shepherd goes before them by example. . . . And Christ does go 
before them: for he was the first to die for the teaching of the truth . . . and he went 
before all into everlasting life” (In Ioan. 10:4, lect. 1 [1374] [Saint Thomas Aquinas, 
Commentary on the Gospel of John, Part II, trans. James A. Weisheipl and Fabian R. 
Larcher (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1980), 116-17). 
 5 See St. John Paul II, encyclical letter Veritatis Splendor, §91.  
 6 See Anto Akkara, “Newly beatified Indian lay martyr praised for refusing to reject 
faith,” Catholic News Service, December 4, 2012 (http://www.catholicnew.com/data/ 
stories/cns/1205075.htm). 
 7 John L. Allen, Jr., “Don Pino: the most important beatification of the early 21st 
century,” National Catholic Reporter, May 10, 2013 (http://ncronline.org/blogs/all-
things-catholic/don-pino-most-important-beatification-early-21st-century).  
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priests.8 Rather, he was murdered because of his unequivocal 
witness as a parish priest to truth and justice. In his local 
context in Palermo, this meant not only avoiding any lie and 
secrecy about the activities of the Mafia but also actively giving 
witness to truth and justice in order to protect persons, 
especially teenagers and young adults, from the Mafia’s per-
nicious influence. The Catholic Church recognized Fr. Puglisi as 
having died in odium virtutis et veritatis. 
 How does the criterion of martyrdom pro virtute et veritate 
relate to what in recent centuries has been the traditional 
criterion of martyrdom pro fide? Does the criterion of 
martyrdom because of the hatred of virtue and truth replace, 
expand, or develop the traditional criterion of martyrdom 
because of the hatred of the faith? To put the question in 
paradigmatic biblical terms: How does the martyrdom of John 
the Baptist, who, as the Roman Missal puts it, “gave his life in 
witness to truth and justice”9—because he denounced Herod’s 
living in open contempt of the divine law (Mark 6:18)—relate 
to the martyrdoms of Stephen the Deacon and James the 
Apostle, who were killed because they publicly testified to 
Christ (Acts 6:8–7:60; 12:1-2)? 
 In this essay, I wish to display the contemporary relevance of 
Thomas Aquinas’s teaching on martyrdom. Thomas’s careful 
construal of the act of martyrdom gives rise to a nuanced notion 
of martyrdom, a notion that affords a theologically sound 

 

 8 This kind of martyrdom pro fide would have been typical during the persecutions 
in the first Christian centuries under the pagan Pax Romana or—to pick just two among 
many modern instances—in Portugal after the socialist revolution in 1910 or during the 
Spanish Civil War. It may be noted that on October 13, 2013, on the 96th anniversary of 
the miracle of the sun at Fatima, Pope Francis not only solemnly consecrated the whole 
world to the Immaculate Heart of the Blessed Virgin and Mother of God but also 
beatified five hundred persons who were martyred in odium fidei during the Spanish 
Civil War. 
 9 Roman Missal, Prayer for the Memorial of the Beheading of John the Baptist, 
Martyr, August 29. 
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integration of the criterion of undergoing death voluntarily in 
odium virtutis et veritatis into the paradigmatic criterion of 
undergoing death voluntarily in odium fidei. 
 I will argue that the magisterial tradition has affirmed 
Thomas’s argument while circumscribing it and making it more 
precise and, furthermore, that recent magisterial teaching has 
affirmed this integral notion of martyrdom. In the conclusion, 
guided by Thomas’s analysis, I will offer some tentative reflec-
tions on testifying to the truth usque ad sanguinem in con-
temporary secular Western societies, where in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries being killed in odium virtutis et veritatis 
has become a more frequent occurrence—a situation noticeably 
different from that of Africa and Asia, where martyrdom in 
odium fidei is dramatically increasing in frequency.10 
 

II. THOMAS AQUINAS ON MARTYRDOM 
 
A) The Cardinal Virtues 

 
 Thomas defines martyrdom as the principal act of the virtue 
of fortitudo. In order fully to appreciate everything this 

 

 10 The following reflections presuppose the central distinction between inquiring 
theologically into the nature of martyrdom on the one hand and, on the other hand, 
establishing canonically the indispensable criteria for demonstrating a case of authentic 
martyrdom. The latter was undertaken exhaustively by Pope Benedict XIV (when still 
Cardinal Prosper Lambertini) in the third volume of De servorum Dei beatificatione et 

beatorum canonizatione (Rome, 1748). Cardinal Lambertini wrote this massive work in 
the years 1734-38 after having overseen as Promoter of Faith all canonization processes 
from 1708 to 1727 under Popes Clement XI, Innocent XIII, and Benedict XIII. In 2006, 
Benedict XVI said of him: “My Predecessor Benedict XIV, rightly considered ‘the 
master of the Causes of Saints’ deserves a grateful mention” (Letter of His Holiness 
Benedict XVI to the Participants of the Plenary Session of the Congregation for the 
Causes of Saints, April 24, 2006). The former, as I will demonstrate, was pursued in an 
exemplary way by Thomas in his Summa Theologiae. While the two inquiries belong 
together like two sides of a coin, I will only pursue the question of the inner theological 
constitution of testifying to the truth usque ad sanguinem, and thus pursue the question 
of what is proper to the theological notion of martyrdom, but will not discuss the 
canonical criteria for its demonstration—with one important exception that is of 
relevance for Thomas’s line of theological argumentation. 
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definition entails, it will be useful to attend to the virtue of 
fortitude, one of the four cardinal virtues. A “cardinal” or 
principal virtue is one on which other virtues depend or “hang” 
just as a door depends or hangs on a hinge (cardo).11 The 
cardinal virtues have a special claim to that which is 
characteristic of all the virtues, and that is first and foremost to 
act steadfastly (firmiter operari).12 
 Among the four cardinal virtues there is a distinct hierarchy. 
Cognizance of this hierarchy is indispensable for a proper 
understanding of fortitude’s principal act in relationship to the 
other cardinal virtues and in relationship to the theological 
virtues of faith, hope, and charity. The hierarchy of virtues 
arises from two principles: first, the better a virtue is, the higher 
it is (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 12); second, good in human acts 

 

 11 Thomas offers a detailed explanation in his De Virt. in comm., a. 12, ad 24 (see 
also De Virt. card., a. 1): “A virtue is called ‘cardinal’, i.e. fundamental, because other 
virtues depend upon it as a door does on a hinge [Latin: cardo]. And since a door is an 
entrance to a house, the theological virtues do not possess the character of cardinal 
virtues, since they are concerned with the ultimate end, and there is no way to move 
from the ultimate end and enter anything else. It suits the theological virtues that the 
other virtues rest on them as a solid base. . . . Similarly, the intellectual virtues are not 
called ‘cardinal’, because some of them complete us for the contemplative life, for 
example, wisdom, knowledge, and intelligence. That life, though, is an end, and 
therefore does not have the character of a door. (The active life, by contrast, for which 
the moral virtues complete us, is like a door to the contemplative life.) Skill does not 
have virtues that are dependent upon it, and therefore cannot be called ‘cardinal’. 
However, practical wisdom, which gives guidance in the active life, is counted among 
the cardinal virtues” (Thomas Aquinas, Disputed Questions on the Virtues, trans. E. M. 
Atkins, ed. E. M. Atkins and Thomas Williams [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005], 92). 
 12 “Fortitude above all lays claim to praise for steadfastness. Because he that stands 
firm is so much the more praised, as he is more strongly impelled to fall or recede. Now, 
man is impelled to recede from that which is in accordance with reason, both by the 
pleasing good and the displeasing evil. But bodily pain impels him more strongly than 
pleasure. . . . And among the pains of the mind and dangers those are mostly feared 
which lead to death, and it is against them that the brave man stands firm. Therefore 
fortitude is a cardinal virtue” (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 11). 
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depends on these acts being regulated by the due rule (debita 
regula). From this latter principle follows another, namely, that 
human virtue which is a principle of good acts must consist in 
attaining the due rule of human acts. There are two such rules, 
one governing the other. The first is God and the second is 
reason regulated by God (STh II-II, q. 23, aa. 3 and 6). The 
theological virtues, whose object is God, directly attain the first 
rule, God, while the intellectual and the moral virtues only 
attain the second rule, human reason. Among the theological 
virtues, that virtue ranks highest which most attains God—
charity. Among the cardinal virtues, that virtue ranks highest 
which most attains human reason. Since the habitus that 
perfects reason is prudence, it is the first and highest in the 
order of cardinal virtues.13 The virtue of justice realizes this 
good of reason among human beings, for it is the nature of 
justice “to establish the order of reason in all human affairs.” 
Fortitude and temperance safeguard this good by moderating 
the acts of the sense appetite, the passions, lest human beings be 
drawn away from the good of reason by the fear of bodily pain 
and death or by the attraction of sensual pleasure. Because the 
fear of danger and death has the greatest power to withdraw a 
person from the good of reason, fortitude ranks above tem-
perance, which moderates or withholds the appetite from 
sensual pleasure. And so Thomas concludes: 
 
To be a thing essentially ranks before effecting it, and the latter ranks before 
safeguarding it by removing obstacles thereto. Wherefore among the cardinal 
virtues, prudence ranks first, justice second, fortitude third, temperance 
fourth, and after these the other virtues. (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 12)  

 
B) The Cardinal Virtue of Fortitude 
 

 Unlike patience (STh II-II, q. 136) and perseverance (STh 
II-II, q. 137), which are potential parts annexed to fortitude as 

 

 13 On the absolute centrality of prudence for the moral life, see the instructive 
discussion by Romanus Cessario, O.P., The Moral Virtues and Theological Ethics, 2d ed. 
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 72-93. 
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secondary to the principal virtue, “fortitude . . . is about the 
greatest dangers wherein one must proceed with caution” (STh 
II-II, q. 140, a. 2, ad 3). The proper correlate to the cardinal 
virtue of fortitude is the danger of death (STh II-II, q. 140, a. 4), 
and the principal act of fortitude is endurance, that is, the 
strength to continue to pursue the good of reason as specified 
by prudence even under the threat of death, an endurance that 
moderates fear and curbs daring (STh II-II, q. 140, a. 3). The 
danger of death is faced first and foremost in combat, but also 
in other dangerous situations: 
 
A brave man behaves well in face of dangers of any other kind of death; 
especially since a man may be in danger of any kind of death on account of 
virtue: thus may a man not fail to attend on a sick friend through fear of 
deadly infection, or not refuse to undertake a journey with some godly object 
in view [ad aliquod pium negotium prosequendum] through fear of shipwreck 
or robbers. (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 5)  

 
The situation of spiritual combat applies finally to the martyr: 
 
Martyrs face the fight that is waged against their own person, and this for the 
sake of the sovereign good [summum bonum] which is God; wherefore their 
fortitude is praised above all. Nor is it outside the genus of fortitude that 
regards warlike actions, for which reason they are said to have been valiant in 
battle [fortes facti in bello] [Heb. 11:34]. (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 5, ad 1)14 

 

 14 In this essential order of the cardinal virtues, fortitude comes to stand in the 
position close to the lowest, least important one. In the concrete interplay of the 
cardinal virtues, however—that is, in the order of operation—there obtains an all-
important feed-back loop. For the habits of moral virtue correct the sense appetites, and 
because of these habits we desire right ends that, when aided by prudence, allow us to 
make good judgments. In other words, the proper operation of prudence presupposes 
proper habituation in justice, courage, and temperance (STh II-II, q. 47, a. 13, ad 2; 
STh I-II, q. 58, a. 5). Consequently, what comes last in the essential order of the cardinal 
virtues comes first in their order of operation. Inordinate fear weakens and obstructs the 
virtue of justice and, most detrimentally, the proper operation of prudence. Without the 
virtue of fortitude there simply is neither true and perfect prudence nor true and perfect 
justice. Impaired prudence issues in a tangibly hampered moral life and consequently in 
diminished human flourishing. 
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 Fortitude may subsist in the subject as an acquired habitus, 
but also as an analogous habitus, infused together with the 
theological virtue of charity (STh I-II, q. 65, a. 3).15 While the 
acquired cardinal virtue of fortitude is directed to the common 
good, the infused virtue of fortitude is directed to the super-
natural final end, the enjoyment of God, an end that in-
choatively engages the faithful already by way of the theological 
virtues of faith, hope, and charity.16 The acquired virtue of 
fortitude is essentially civic fortitude (fortitudo civilis) which 
strengthens a person’s mind in matters of human justice, while 
the gratuitously infused virtue of fortitude (fortitudo gratuita) 

 

 15 Under the gift of fortitude, Thomas observes: “Charity is the root of all the virtues 
and gifts” (STh II-II, q. 139, a. 2, ad 2). On the complex and highly controversial 
question of how acquired and infused moral virtues cooperate according to Thomas, see 
the recent extensive and penetrating study by Markus Christoph, S.J.M., “Justice as an 
Infused Virtue in the Secunda Secundae and Its Implications for Our Understanding of 
the Moral Life” (S.T.D. dissertation, University of Fribourg [Switzerland], 2011). 
Regarding the consequences an act of infused virtue implies for acquired virtue as a 
habitus, he states: “Every act of an infused virtue contains per se the perfection of its 
natural counterpart, and therefore the supernatural act itself works for the development 
of a positive disposition for good deeds according to the rule of reason. This can be the 
case although the act in itself is of a higher order (sc. supernatural)” (ibid., 213). 
Regarding the consequences an infused virtue as habitus implies for the act of acquired 
virtue, he states: “The graced agent is directed to supernatural union with God by 
charity and the infused virtues, and this new orientation becomes the first principle of 
all of his acts. Consequently, if such a person fulfills any virtuous deed that is 
determined superficially by natural standards, it will finally be directed to that 
supernatural end, i.e. it will be always a supernatural act since every moral act is 
measured in respect to the final end” (ibid.). 
 16 See also De Virt. in comm., a. 10. Lee Yearly offers a helpful summary of the three 
parts that, according to Thomas, a virtue can have: “First are the qualities, the 
component parts, that help shape a single virtue’s action; for example, memory and 
foresight in prudence. Second are those distinctive virtues, allied virtues, that share the 
essential characteristic of the primary virtue but fail to express it fully, even if they may 
express other qualities of the primary virtue more fully than it does; for example, the 
wit to judge when exceptions to rules are needed (gnome). Third are those separable 
and substantially different activities of virtue, the types of a virtue, that appear when the 
virtue operates in distinct spheres of life; for example, military and political prudence” 
(Lee H. Yearly, Mencius and Aquinas: Theories of Virtue and Conceptions of Courage 
[Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1990], 184). 
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strengthens a person’s soul in the good of divine justice (iustitia 
Dei).17 
 Civic fortitude is a type of the acquired habitus of fortitude. 
Under the condition of human nature wounded by sin (in statu 
naturae corruptae), the acquired cardinal virtues cannot reach 
the ideal of perfect virtue (STh I-II, q. 109, a. 2). However, 
because civic fortitude is directed to the welfare of the state 
(conservatio civitatis), it is a true, albeit imperfect virtue—
imperfect, that is, unless it is referred by charity to the final end 
and perfect good, the enjoyment of God (STh II-II, q. 23, 
a. 7),18 whereby it becomes a true virtue simpliciter.19 (The 
necessary precondition for reaching this final end is of course to 
be justified by God through faith in Jesus Christ by way of 
sanctifying grace.) This matter will be of considerable signi-
ficance later. For, as we will see, in the case of the martyr who 
“gave his life in witness to truth and justice,”20 acts of civic 
fortitude—guided by right reason and directed to the welfare of 
the res publica—are referred by charity to God such that they 
fall under the rule of the measure of the divine law in regard to 
the supernatural final end.21 Consequently, such acts of civic 

 

 17 “Just as civic fortitude [fortitudo civilis] strengthens a man’s mind in human justice 
[iustitia humana], for the safeguarding of which he braves the danger of death, so 
gratuitous fortitude [fortitudo gratuita] strengthens man’s soul in the good of Divine 

justice [iustitia Dei], which is through faith in Christ Jesus, according to Rom. 3:22” 
(STh II-II, q. 124, a. 2, ad 1). 
 18 “Charity attains God Himself that it may rest in Him, but not that something may 
accrue to us from Him” (STh II-II, q. 23, a. 6). 
 19 “Accordingly it is evident that simply true virtue (virtus vera simpliciter) is that 
which is directed to man’s principal good; thus also the Philosopher says (Phys. VII, text 
17) that virtue is the disposition of a perfect thing to that which is best: and in this way 
no true virtue is possible without charity” (STh II-II, q. 23, a. 7). 
 20 Veritatis Splendor, §91.  
 21 In the fully matured theology of his later years, Thomas Aquinas is adamant about 
the fact that for the person who has the theological virtue of charity there do not exist 
any acts of natural acquired virtue (of true, but not perfect virtue) that if not referred to 
God by charity might remain somehow neutral, that is, might qualify as acts that are 
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fortitude referred by charity to God do become formally 
congruent with acts of infused fortitude that are always 
intrinsically informed by charity.22 Referred by charity to God, 
such acts of fortitude are guided by right reason that is 
illumined by divine faith. As we will see shortly, divine faith 
illuminating the intellect is the final cause that enables charity to 
command such acts of fortitude and thereby refer them to God. 
 For both the acquired and the infused virtue of fortitude, the 
principal act is endurance. In the case of the infused virtue of 
fortitude, when this principal act is brought to its term in the 
voluntary endurance of death pro fidei veritate, it constitutes 
martyrdom in its perfect form (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 4).  
 In the next section, I will show that, according to Thomas, 
an act of civic fortitude, when referred by charity to God as a 
witness to the divine law, a witness endured even in the face of 
the danger of death and indeed endured while being put to 
death, does become formally congruent with the act of 
martyrdom characteristic of the infused virtue of fortitude. 
 
C) The Principal Act of Fortitude—Martyrdom 
 
 It is imperative not to pass too quickly over the fundamental 
point Thomas makes: martyrdom is the principal act of 
fortitude. What does this mean? Fortitude and temperance 
safeguard and support the human being in the good of reason. 
What right reason has specified, these two virtues safeguard 
from attacks, lures, or oppositions of the antecedent acts of the 

                                                 

neither meritorious nor blameworthy. According to Thomas, this is emphatically not the 
case, as he states in De Malo, q. 2, a. 5, ad 7: “Not every act, even considered 
individually, is meritorious or demeritorious, although every act is good or evil. And I 
say this on behalf of those without charity, of those who cannot merit. But for those 
with charity, every act is meritorious or demeritorious” (Thomas Aquinas, On Evil, 
trans. Richard Regan; ed. with intro. and notes Brian Davies [Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003], 113). 
 22 Conversely, as Christoph rightly points out, “the formal object of acquired virtue 
is inclusively present in infused virtue, granted that the object of the natural virtue is 
elevated to conform to the divine rule” (Christoph, “Justice as an Infused Virtue in the 
Secunda Secundae,” 211). 
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sense appetites and support with proper consequent acts of the 
sense appetites.23 
 The good of reason has an object—truth—and an effect—
justice (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 1). The principle operari sequitur 
esse determines the relationship between the object and the 
effect of reason, for “it belongs to justice to establish the order 
of reason in all human affairs” (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 12).24 To 
establish the order of reason in all human affairs is first and 
foremost to acknowledge the true order of ends and sub-
sequently to desire that order of ends rightly. The first pertains 
to prudence, the second pertains to justice.25 The cardinal virtue 
of justice includes as one of its potential parts the virtue of 
truthfulness (veracitas) (STh II-II, q. 109). Veracitas pertains to 
 

 23 Reason governing the passions by aligning them by way of the moral virtues to the 
order of right reason is intrinsic to the perfection of the moral good. Therefore, passions 
that are principally to be cultivated are passions consequent upon the judgment of 
reason, while passions that are principally to be curbed—or transformed into 
consequent passions—are passions antecedent to the judgment of reason. Passions 
consequent to the judgment of reason can come about and increase the goodness of an 
action in two ways: “First, by way of redundance: because . . . when the higher part of 
the soul is intensely moved to anything, the lower part also follows that movement; and 
thus the passion that results in consequence, in the sensitive appetite, is a sign of the 
intensity of the will, and so indicates greater moral goodness.—Secondly, by way of 
choice; when . . . [a person], by the judgment of his reason, chooses to be affected by a 
passion in order to work more promptly with the co-operation of the sensitive appetite. 
And thus a passion of the soul increases the goodness of an action” (STh I-II, q. 24, a. 3, 
ad 1). 
 24 “The intellect penetrates to the essence [of a thing]; for the object of the intellect is 
what a thing is” (“Intellectus penetrat usque ad rei essentiam; obiectum enim intellectus 
est ‘quod quid est’” [STh I-II, q. 31, a. 5]). “The will does not have the character of the 
first rule; it is rather a rule which has a rule, for it is directed by reason and the intellect. 
This is true not only in us but also in God, although in us the will is really distinct from 
the intellect” (De Verit., q. 23, a. 6 [St. Thomas Aquinas, Truth, vol. 3, Questions 21-29, 
trans. Robert W. Schmidt, S.J. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 119]). 
 25 “The good considered as such, i.e., as appetible, pertains to the will before 
pertaining to reason. But considered as true it pertains to the reason, before, under the 
aspect of goodness, pertaining to the will: because the will cannot desire a good that is 
not previously apprehended by reason” (STh I-II, q. 19, a. 3, ad 1). 
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the moral debt of justice “insofar as, out of equity, one man 
owes another a manifestation of the truth” (STh II-II, q. 109, 
a. 3). Under the condition of human nature wounded by sin (in 
statu naturae corruptae), the virtues of truthfulness and justice 
are resisted by the mendacious and the unjust. Thomas states an 
all-too-familiar fact: “On account of justice which he pursues, 
and also on account of other good deeds, man encounters 
mortal adversaries” (STh II-II, q. 123, a. 11, ad 3). 
 As endurance is the principal act of the acquired virtue of 
fortitude, martyrdom is the principal act of the infused virtue of 
fortitude, which—being always already informed by charity and 
sustained by infused patience and perseverance—is intrinsically 
referred to love of God and neighbor. Martyrdom “consists 
essentially in standing firmly to truth and justice against the 
assaults of persecution” (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 1).  
 In question 124, article 2 of the Secunda Secundae, Thomas 
argues that martyrdom is specifically an act of the virtue of 
fortitude.26 In this context he makes explicit that the truth in 
which the martyr stands firm is the truth of faith, which is 
nothing but the First Truth (prima veritas), faith’s object.27 The 
martyr does not abandon faith and justice despite the imminent 
dangers of death (fidem et iustitiam not deserit propter 
imminentia pericula mortis), an imminence due to a kind of 
unique contest with his persecutors (quae etiam in quodam 

 

 26 “It belongs to fortitude to strengthen [a person] in the good of virtue, especially 
against dangers, and chiefly against dangers of death, and most of all against those that 
occur in battle. Now it is evident that in martyrdom [a person] is firmly strengthened in 
the good of virtue, since he cleaves to faith and justice notwithstanding the threatening 
danger of death, the imminence of which is moreover due to a kind of particular contest 
with his persecutors. . . . Wherefore it is evident that martyrdom is an act of fortitude; 
for which reason the Church reads in the office of Martyrs: They became valiant in 

battle” [In Epist. Missae SS. Fabiani et Sebastiani Martyrum, die 20a Ianuarii; Missale 
S.O.P., p. 351] (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 2). 
 27 “First truth, in so far as it appears in its proper form, is the object of the vision of 
heaven. But, in so far as it does not appear, it is the object of faith. So, although the 
object of both acts is the same thing in reality, it differs in intelligible aspect. The object 
thus formally different makes the species of the act different” (De Verit., q. 14, a. 8, ad 3 
[St. Thomas Aquinas, Truth, vol. 2, Questions 10-20, trans. James V. McGlynn 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 245]). 
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certamine particulari a persecutoribus immanent). What is at 
stake in this contest for the persecuted faithful is the un-
shatterable unity of the interior act of faith and the exterior act 
of confession. In the exterior act of confession, the truth of the 
faith becomes an act of the virtue of truthfulness (veracitas). 
Thomas does not hold that the exterior verbal confession of the 
faith is a constant requirement for every one of the faithful in 
virtually all possible circumstances—on the contrary. However, 
when the faith itself is attacked by unbelievers or when the 
honor of God and the good of the neighbor are at stake, the 
interior act of faith may not be separated from the exterior act 
of confession. In such situations, the simplicity of veracitas 
requires the identity of the latter and the former:  
 
Simplicity is so called from its opposition to duplicity, whereby, to wit, a man 
shows one thing outwardly while having another in his heart: so that 
simplicity pertains to this virtue. And it rectifies the intention, not indeed 
directly (since this belongs to every virtue), but by excluding duplicity, 
whereby a man pretends one thing and intends another. (STh II-II, q. 109, 
a. 2, ad 4) 
 

 Thomas offers three specifications of the kinds of instances 
when the exterior verbal confession of the faith is due. First, 
“the end of faith, even as of the other virtues, must be referred 
to the end of charity, which is the love of God and our 
neighbor. Consequently when God’s honor and our neighbor’s 
good demand, man should not be contented with being united 
by faith to God’s truth, but ought to confess his faith 
outwardly” (STh II-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 1). Second, “in cases of 
necessity where faith is in danger, everyone is bound to 
proclaim his faith to others, either to give good example and 
encouragement to the rest of the faithful, or to check the attacks 
of unbelievers” (ibid., ad 2). Third, “if there is hope of profit to 
the faith or if there be urgency, a man should disregard the 
disturbance of unbelievers, and confess his faith in public” 
(ibid., ad 3). Illuminated by faith, informed by charity, and 
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guided by a well-formed conscience, right reason enables the 
faithful to recognize the kinds of situations when these 
specifications obtain and when, consequently, the interior act of 
faith must be perfected by the exterior act of confession. 
 Common to each of these three specifications is the 
centrality of charity. The end of faith and of the other virtues 
must be referred to the end of charity, the enjoyment of God in 
friendship with God that includes the love of neighbor for the 
sake of God’s love for the neighbor. What is referred to the end 
of charity can only be referred by charity itself. That is, it may 
be an act elicited by acquired moral virtue or by the analogous 
gratuitously infused moral virtue;28 in both cases, charity 
commands the act of the moral virtue. When an act elicited by 
acquired moral virtue is referred to God by charity, the act 
becomes informed by charity so that a formal congruence29 now 
obtains between this act and an act elicited by the analogous 
gratuitously infused moral virtue that is intrinsically informed 
by charity. Hence, the chief motive cause of martyrdom is 
charity: 
 
Charity inclines one to the act of martyrdom, as its first and chief motive cause, being 
the virtue commanding it, whereas fortitude inclines thereto as being its proper motive 
cause, being the virtue that elicits it. Hence martyrdom is an act of charity as 
commanding, and of fortitude as eliciting. For this reason also it manifests both virtues. 
It is due to charity that it is meritorious, like any other act of virtue: and for this reason 
it avails not without charity. (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 2, ad 2) 
 

 

 28 “In morals the form of an act is taken chiefly from the end. The reason of this is 
that the principle of moral acts is the will, whose object and form, so to speak, are the 
end. Now the form of an act always follows from a form of the agent. Consequently, in 
morals, that which gives an act its order to the end, must needs give the act its form. 
Now it is evident . . . that it is charity which directs the acts of all other virtues to the 
last end, and which, consequently, also gives the form to all other acts of virtue: and it is 
precisely in this sense that charity is called the form of the virtues, for these are called 
virtues in relation to ‘informed’ acts” (STh II-II, q. 23, a. 8). “Charity is said to be the 
end of other virtues, because it directs all other virtues to its own end. And since a 
mother is one who conceives within herself and by another, charity is called the mother 
of the other virtues, because, by commanding them, it conceives the acts of the other 
virtues, by the desire of the last end” (STh II-II, q. 23, a. 8, ad 3). 
 29 See De Virt. in comm., a. 10. 
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 On the basis of Christ’s words in John 15:13, that “greater 
love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his 
friends” (RSV), Thomas regards martyrdom as the strongest 
proof of the perfection of charity.30 He confirms this point in 
the following article. The perfect notion of martyrdom is usque 
ad sanguinem, the act of endurance that entails giving up 
voluntarily what is most difficult for human beings to part with 
because it is the recipient of all present good—the body. 
Consequently, the perfect notion of martyrdom requires that a 
human being suffer death for Christ’s sake (STh II-II, q. 124, 
a. 4).31 

 

 30 “Of all virtuous acts, martyrdom is the greatest proof of the perfection of charity: 
since a [person’s] love for a thing is proved to be so much the greater, according as that 
which he despises for its sake is more dear to him, or that which he chooses to suffer for 
its sake is more odious. But it is evident that of all those goods of the present life a 
[human being] loves life itself most, and on the other hand he hates death more than 
anything, especially when it is accompanied by the pains of bodily torment. . . . And 
from this point of view it is clear that martyrdom is the most perfect of human acts in 
respect to its genus, as being the sign of the greatest charity, according to John 15:13: 
Greater love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends” 
(STh II-II, q. 124, a. 3). 
 31 “A martyr is so called as being a witness to the Christian faith, which teaches us to 
despise things visible for the sake of things invisible, as stated in Heb. 11. Accordingly, it 
belongs to martyrdom that a [person] bear witness to the faith in showing by deed that 
he despises all things present, in order to obtain invisible goods to come. Now so long as 
a [person] retains the life of the body he does not show by deed that he despises all 
things relating to the body. For [humans] are wont to despise both their kindred and all 
they possess, and even to suffer bodily pain, rather than lose life. Hence Satan testified 
against Job (Job 2:4): Skin for skin, and all that a man hath he will give for his soul 
(Douay,—life) i.e. for the life of his body. Therefore the perfect notion of martyrdom 
requires that a [person] suffer death for Christ’s sake” (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 4). Whence 
does the motion of grace come for such a perfect act of martyrdom? As in the case of Bl. 
Devasahayam Pillai, a martyrdom usque ad sanguinem might occur in the greatest 
isolation from other faithful and from the consolation the sacraments afford. What 
sustains martyrdom in any circumstance, but especially in the situation of extreme 
isolation, is the Holy Spirit’s gift of fortitude. Thomas regards the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit as the Spirit’s motions of the human mind. “In the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the 
position of the human mind is of one moved rather than a mover” (STh II-II, q. 52, a. 2, 
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D) Martyrdom for the Sake of Virtue and Truth 

 
 In the first four articles of question 124 of the Secunda 
Secundae, Thomas establishes that martyrdom is a virtuous act 
(a. 1), that it is an act of fortitude (a. 2), that it is an act of the 
greatest perfection (a. 3), and that death is essential to the 
perfect notion of martyrdom (a. 4). In the fifth article, finally, 
Thomas addresses directly the question that most concerns the 
argument of this essay: Is faith alone (sola fides) the cause of the 
act of martyrdom? While earlier arguments have prepared the 
direction Thomas takes on this matter, the sed contra he 
advances does not permit any lingering doubt. He takes a 
passage from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount to refer to 
martyrdom, an interpretation that is backed by the glossa 
ordinaria.32 
 In his response, Thomas first recapitulates what he 
established in the previous articles: 
 
[M]artyrs are so called as being witnesses, because by suffering in body unto 
death they bear witness to the truth; not indeed to any truth, but to the truth 
which is in accordance with godliness, and was made known to us by Christ: 

                                                 

ad 1; see also STh I-II, q. 68, aa. 1 and 2). (For an astute discussion of the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, see Steven A. Long, “The Gifts of the Holy Spirit and Their Indispensability 
for the Christian Moral Life: Grace as Motus,” Nova et Vetera [English ed.] 11 [2013]: 
357-73). Beyond the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity, the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit form the crowning capstone of the primacy of grace in the life of every Christian, 
but especially in the martyr’s existence in extremis: “[A person’s] mind is moved by the 
Holy Spirit, in order that he may attain the end of each work begun, and avoid 
whatever perils may threaten. This surpasses human nature: for sometimes it is not in [a 
person’s] power to attain the end of his work, or to avoid evils or dangers, since these 
may happen to overwhelm him in death. But the Holy Spirit works this in [a person], by 
bringing him to everlasting life, which is the end of all good deeds, and the release from 
all perils. A certain confidence of this is infused into the mind by the Holy Spirit Who 
expels any fear to the contrary. It is in this sense that fortitude is reckoned a gift of the 
Holy Spirit” (STh II-II, q. 139, a. 1). 
 32 “On the contrary, It is written (Matth. 5:10): Blessed are they that suffer 
persecution for justice’s sake, which pertains to martyrdom, according to a gloss, as well 
as Jerome’s commentary on this passage. Now not only faith but also the other virtues 
pertain to justice. Therefore other virtues can be the cause of martyrdom” (STh II-II, 
q. 124, a. 5, sc). 
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wherefore Christ’s martyrs are His witnesses. Now this truth is the truth of 
faith. Wherefore the cause of martyrdom is the truth of faith. (STh II-II, 
q. 124, a. 5) 
 

The final cause of every act of authentic martyrdom is the truth 
of faith. But since the truth of faith includes the truth of the 
divine law that yields the measure for all the moral virtues, the 
act of martyrdom also seems to be formally constituted by the 
truth of divine faith. (It is worth remembering that, in matters 
of human agency, the form of the act is largely constituted by its 
end, the final cause.) Moreover, martyrdom seems to include 
materially the way of life in word and deed that gives rise to the 
hatred of virtue and truth in those who find themselves 
challenged or even convicted by this way of life. Thomas 
continues his answer in a way that fully affirms this initial 
assumption: 
 
But the truth of faith includes not only inward belief, but also outward 
profession, which is expressed not only by words, whereby one confesses the 
faith, but also by deeds, whereby a person shows that he has faith, according 
to James 2:18, I will show thee, by works, my faith. Hence, it is written of 
certain people (Tit. 1:16): They profess that they know God but in their works 
they deny Him. Thus all virtuous deeds, inasmuch as they are referred to God, 
are professions of the faith whereby we come to know that God requires these 
works of us, and rewards us for them: and in this way they can be the cause of 
martyrdom. For this reason the Church celebrates the martyrdom of Blessed 
John the Baptist, who suffered death, not for refusing to deny the faith, but 
for reproving adultery. (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5) 
 

 John the Baptist becomes the paradigm for martyrdom for 
the sake of virtue and truth. The principles of this martyrdom 
are several. All virtuous acts, in as much as they are referred to 
God, are professions of the faith. Faith is formally constituted 
by the certain revealed knowledge that virtuous acts (pursuing 
good and avoiding sin) are required by God and are integral to 
friendship with God. This makes faith the final cause of 
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martyrdom.33 Faith in its proper constitution, however, is 
always already informed by charity: 
 
For the act of faith is directed to the object of the will, i.e., the good, as to its 
end; and this good which is the end of faith, viz., the Divine Good, is the 
proper object of charity. Therefore, charity is called the form of faith in so far 
as the act of faith is perfected and formed by charity. (STh II-II, q. 4, a. 3)  

 
Thomas understands charity as perfecting and thus forming 
faith in so far as it quickens (informari) the act of faith 
(STh II-II, q. 4, a. 3, ad 1). Faith, as a perfecting habitus of the 
intellect, makes present to the will the last end (STh II-II, q. 4, 
a. 7), and charity, as the perfecting habitus of the will, desires 
the last end. Hence, as quickening or informing the acts of all 
the other virtues, “charity . . . directs the act of all other virtues 
to the last end and . . . consequently . . . gives the form to all 
other acts of virtue” (STh II-II, q. 23, a. 8). Therefore, faith and 
charity both command the acts of all the other virtues—faith as 
final cause and charity as efficient cause. By making the 
surpassing good of the ultimate end present to the will, faith as 
final cause enables the efficient cause, charity. Faith thereby 
commands the act of martyrdom in the order of finality. For the 
sake of love of God and neighbor, charity, in turn, commands 
the act of martyrdom, now in the order of efficacy: 
 
Inward faith, with the aid of charity [fides interior mediante dilectione], causes 
all outward acts of virtue, by means of the other virtues, commanding, but not 
eliciting them. (STh II-II, q. 3, a. 1, ad 3) 

 
The higher virtues of intellect and will, especially the 
theological virtues of faith and charity, command the acts of the 
moral virtues, acts that are mediated by the specific habitus to 
which these acts belong and that are specified by their object. 
Yet while commanded by the higher virtues, these habitus 

 

 33 “Martyrdom is related to faith as the end in which one is strengthened, but to 
fortitude as the eliciting habitus” (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 2, ad 1). 
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immediately elicit their proper acts.34 The habitus of fortitude 
principally elicits the act of endurance, while the habitus of 
patience elicits its continuation and the habitus of perseverance 
its completion. When commanded by an ever-greater charity 
and thereby referred to God with ever-greater intensity, the 
habitus of fortitude elicits its perfect act, which is endurance 
usque ad sanguinem, the act of perfect martyrdom.35 
 In his response to the three objections in article 5, Thomas 
defends, applies, and even extends this principle. All three 
objections forward in different ways a well-known position: 
allegedly, faith alone (sola fides), that is, the public verbal 
confession of the Christian faith is the sole cause of martyrdom; 
the decisive motive cause in the persecutors must be exclusively 
odium fidei, the hatred of the faith. 
 On the basis of 1 Peter 4:15-16, the first objection argues 
that one is said to be a Christian because one holds the Chris-
tian faith. And “therefore it is only the faith in Christ that gives 
glory of martyrdom to those who suffer.” Thomas grants the 
principle that faith in Christ is constitutive of martyrdom, but 
differentiates between the public verbal confession of the faith 

 

 34 “The difference between eliciting and commanding an act is that the habitus or 
active potency elicits that act which it produces in respect to an unmediated object, but 
it commands an act that is produced by way of an inferior mediating habitus or active 
potency in regard to an object of that latter active potency” (“Hoc enim interest inter 
elicere actum et imperare, quod habitus vel potentia elicit illum actum, quem producit 
circa obiectum nullo mediante, sed imperat actum, qui producitur mediante potentia vel 
habitu inferiori circa obiectum illius potentiae” [III Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 4, qcla. 3; my 
translation]). 
 35 According to Thomas’s doctrine of faith, the existence of faith under the 
dispensation of the Old Law allows us to understand the paradigmatic potential martyr 
of the Old Testament, Susanna (Dan 13), and the martyrs of 2 Maccabees 7 as 
precursors to St. John the Baptist. “As to those under the Old Testament who through 
faith were acceptable to God, in this respect they belonged to the New Testament: for 
they were not justified except through faith in Christ, Who is the Author of the New 
Testament” (STh I-II, q. 107, a. 1, ad 3). 
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and the public witness that is entailed in living a virtuous 
Christian life: 
 
A Christian is one who is Christ’s. Now a person is said to be Christ’s, not 
only through having faith in Christ, but also because he is actuated to virtuous 
deeds by the Spirit of Christ, according to Rom. 8:9, If any man have not the 
Spirit of Christ, he is none of His; and again because in imitation of Christ he 
is dead to sins, according to Gal. 5:24, They that are Christ’s have crucified 
their flesh with the vices and concupiscences. Hence to suffer as a Christian is 
not only to suffer in confession of the faith, which is done by words, but also 
to suffer for doing any good work, or for avoiding any sin, for Christ’s sake, 
because this all comes under the head of witnessing to the faith. (STh II-II, 
q.  124, a. 5, ad 1) 
 

Hence not only were St. John of Cologne, O.P., and St. Fidelis 
of Sigmaringen, O.F.M.Cap. both martyrs, having been killed 
because of their witness to the Catholic faith; so too was St. 
Maria Goretti, who was killed in defending her chastity. The 
doing of any good work and the avoidance of sin are 
commanded and thus informed by charity and, by way of 
charity, they are referred to God. These virtuous acts are as 
such a testifying of the faith, because divine faith yields the 
knowledge of God’s truth that guides infused prudence in 
determining how best to refer all specific human acts to God. 
 At this point the second objection comes into play. If a 
martyr is a kind of witness and witness is borne to truth alone, 
could one then not be called a martyr for upholding the truths 
of geometry? This is obviously absurd. Hence only the divine 
truth, which is held by faith alone, is the cause of martyrdom. In 
his reply, Thomas first points to the crucial connection between 
martyrdom and truths that pertain to the worship of the 
Godhead (pertinent ad cultum divinitatis) and hence are called 
truths according to godliness (secundum pietatem). He appeals 
somewhat obliquely to the virtue of religion, a virtue annexed 
to the virtue of justice. The first and principal act of the virtue 
of religion is the interior act of devotion, the submission of 
one’s will to God and hence to the divine law. All the other acts 
of the virtue of religion, and indeed, all the other moral virtues 
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have their end and purpose in the act of devotion.36 As a 
potential part of justice, and as being due to God qua creator, 
the act of devotion, commanded by charity, realizes the 
rectitude of the will in relationship to God. The act of devotion 
commits the will to the service of God according to God’s will 
as expressed in the divine law. All truth according to godliness 
(secundum pietatem) falls under the divine law. 
 Thomas then goes on to state: 
 
Since every lie is a sin, as stated above (q. 110, aa. 3, 4), avoidance of a lie, to 
whatever truth it may be contrary, may be the cause of martyrdom in as much 
as a lie is a sin against the Divine Law. (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5, ad 2) 
 

Hence the defense of any truth, be it theoretical or factual, can 
become the cause of martyrdom, given that the observance of 
the divine law belongs essentially to the cultus divinitatis, to 
which pertains the virtue of religion, whose principal act is the 
act of devotion. The devout person does not lie because the 
divine law prohibits lying (which in its core is nothing but 
duplicity) and prescribes acts of the virtue of veracitas. Hence, 
the defense of any truth can become the cause of martyrdom 
when its denial is understood as unfaithfulness to the divine law 
and consequently as a betrayal of what pertains essentially to 
the first and principal act of the cultus divinitatis, interior 
devotion. 
 The third objection focuses on the common good by arguing 
that those virtuous acts that are directed to the common good 
are preferable to and more important than those that are not. 
And since according to Nicomachean Ethics 1.2 the good of the 
body politic (res publica) is better (potior) than the good of the 
private person, it seems that those who die in defense of the res 
publica should be regarded as martyrs. But this contradicts the 
established practice of the Church which does not celebrate 

 

 36 See STh II-II, q. 82. 
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those as martyrs who die defending their res publica in a just 
war. Hence faith alone must be the cause of martyrdom. 
 In his response Thomas maintains the superiority of the 
common good over the private good, but integrates this 
hierarchy of the human good in the natural order into an en-
compassing and perfecting hierarchy of the divine good (where 
the common good is indistinguishable from the private good) in 
the supernatural order. The good of one’s res publica is special 
(praecipuum) among human goods. Yet the divine good is better 
(potius) than the human good. And the divine good (being that 
which the theological virtues already somewhat attain and being 
that to which all moral virtues are directed by the virtue of 
religion) is the cause of martyrdom. But then Thomas adds: 
 
Since human good may become Divine, for instance when it is referred to 
God, it follows that any human good in so far as it is referred to God, may be 
the cause of martyrdom. (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5, ad 3) 
 
Among human goods the most eminent is the common good of 
the res publica. Hence, the defense of the res publica is a good 
more eminent than any merely private human good. But the 
divine good is an infinitely higher common good.37 Can acts of 
virtue pertaining to the proximate common good be referred to 
the ultimate common good? In other words, can a death 
suffered in defense of the res publica and referred to God by 
charity qualify as martyrdom? Thomas’s answer seems to imply 

 

 37 I agree with Charles de Koninck’s interpretation of the common good according to 
Thomas Aquinas as advanced in his Primacy of the Common Good against the 

Personalists and as concisely summarized by Yves Simon in his review “On the Common 
Good”: “The subordination of the temporal common good to the supernatural good 
should not be mistaken for the subordination of a good that is common to a good that is 
private; the higher good to which all temporal good is subordinated is itself a common 
good (p. 19). ‘The supernatural good of the individual person is essentially subordinated 
to the supernatural common good, in such a way that it is impossible to distinguish 
between the supernatural virtue of a man and the supernatural virtue of the same man 
considered as part of the heavenly city’” (The Writings of Charles de Koninck. vol. 2, ed. 
and trans. Ralph McInerny [Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009], 
168). De Koninck’s Primacy of the Common Good can be found in the same volume 
(ibid., 63-108). 
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a positive response. And, indeed, in an earlier parallel discussion 
Thomas did advance such a positive response: 
 
The uncreated good surpasses all created good. Hence any created end, 
whether it be in common or a private good, cannot confer so great a goodness 
on an act as can the uncreated end, when, to wit, an act is done for God’s 
sake. Hence, when a person dies for the common good without referring it to 
Christ, he will not merit the aureole; but if he refer it to Christ he will merit 
the aureole and he will be a martyr; for instance if he defend his country from 
an attack of an enemy who designs to corrupt the faith of Christ, and suffer 
death in that defense. (IV Sent., d. 49, q. 5, a. 3, qcla. 2, ad 11 = STh Suppl., 
q. 96, a. 6, ad 11)38 

 

 38 What kind of scenario might Thomas have had in mind? Quite likely he was 
thinking about his own brother Rinaldo. First a partisan of Emperor Frederick II, 
Rinaldo joined the papal party after Pope Innocent IV deposed the emperor in 1245. In 
1246, Frederick II put Rinaldo to death on charges of conspiracy. Frederick II had been 
persecuting the Church in Italy in a systematic manner and was widely regarded, not as 
the protector of the faith the emperor was supposed to be, but rather as a notorious 
corruptor fidei. Hence his deposition and consequent delegitimization by Innocent IV. 
Rinaldo’s death consequent upon opposing Frederick II falls under the criterion of, in 
Thomas’s words from the Scriptum, defending one’s “country from an attack of an 
enemy who designs to corrupt the faith of Christ, and suffer death in that defense.” 
According to early sources, Thomas’s deceased sister Marotta appeared to him in a 
dream and related to him that Rinaldo enjoyed a martyr’s aureole in heaven. (The 
earliest account of this story is related in Gérard de Frachet’s Vitae Fratrum Ordinis 

Pradicatorum which was completed in 1260, while Thomas’s Scriptum super libros 

Sententiarum was in the process of completion around 1256. Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., 
relates this story and marshals the sources in his magisterial biography, Saint Thomas 

Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person and His Work, trans. Robert Royal [Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1996], 3. For the date of the completion of 
Thomas’s Scriptum, see ibid., 332, and for the date of the completion of the Vitae 
Fratrum, see William A. Hinnebusch, O.P., The History of the Dominican Order, vol. 2, 
Intellectual and Cultural Life to 1500 [New York: Alba House, 1973], 281-82. I am 
indebted for this suggestion to an anonymous peer reviewer.) But Thomas might also 
have thought more broadly about a wider category of cases under which his own 
brother and many other Christian soldiers might fall. He might have been thinking, for 
instance, of the battle of Legnica/Liegnitz in Silesia on April 9, 1241, where most of an 
army of Catholic knights and infantry, led by the Polish Duke Henry II, the Pious, lost 
their lives in defense of their res publica Christiana against an invading Mongolian army. 
And to move away from Thomas’s proximate historical context, a more recent instance 
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This is the position of the young Thomas in the process of 
completing his extensive commentary on Peter Lombard’s 
Sentences. By the time Thomas composed the Quaestiones 
Disputatae De Veritate, his position had developed. This more 
nuanced position he continued to hold until relatively late in his 
life, when he worked on the Quaestiones Disputatae De Malo. 
In De Veritate he states: 
 
In one who has charity there can be no act of virtue not formed by charity. 
For, either the act will be directed to the proper end, and this can be only 
through charity in one who has charity, or the act is not directed to the proper 
end, and so is not an act of virtue. (De Verit., q. 14, a. 5, ad 13)39 
 

On the supposition that the Christian soldier, “who defends his 
country from an attack of an enemy who designs to corrupt the 
faith of Christ” (STh Suppl., q. 96, a. 6, ad 11), has charity, he 
must refer this act, elicited by acquired fortitude, to the 
supernatural end. Without such a referral, the soldier’s act 
would indeed be a blameworthy act. Given such a referral, 
however, the act does become formally congruent with an act 
elicited by the infused virtue of fortitude, which is essentially 
informed by charity and all the acts of which are directly 
commanded by charity. The act of referral is absolutely essential 
for such formal congruence to obtain. But whether indeed the 
dying Christian soldier made such an act of referral can only be 
known by God. Because the ecclesia militans on her pilgrimage 
on earth does not have any ordinary access to this particular 
divine knowledge, she lacks the necessary warrant for a declara-
tion of martyrdom “before the Church.” What might be the 
case “before God” can at best only be surmised hypothetically. 
 

                                                 

along the lines of Thomas’s argument would arguably be the death of Polish Catholic 
soldiers who fell on the field of battle defending their res publica in 1939 against the 
brutal and unjustified attack launched by Nazi Germany, an attack that, as it became 
obvious only all too soon, aimed at the destruction of the Polish culture, the Polish 
intelligentsia, and the eventual suppression of the Catholic Church. 
 39 McGlynn, trans., 236. See also De Malo, q. 2, a. 5, ad 7. 
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E) Magisterial Specification: The Martyriological Criterion of the 
Imitation of Christ—Non-Resistance  
 
 Yet there is another issue of much greater weight that 
prevents the acknowledgment of soldier martyrs “before the 
Church” in principle. Not only does the ecclesia militans lack 
any knowledge about the crucial act of referral at the moment 
of the soldier’s death, a referral that would impart the abso-
lutely indispensable “form” of the act of martyrdom. But also 
and more importantly, the question of the proper “matter” of 
this species of acts must be raised. Is defense of one’s res publica 
Christiana from an attack of an enemy who intends to corrupt 
or suppress the Christian faith a proper “matter” for martyrdom 
“before the Church”? As is well known, the Italian city states 
and northern European nation states that began to emerge soon 
after Thomas’s death all too eagerly adopted the rhetoric of 
martyrdom for soldiers fallen in defense of the patria—dulce et 
decorum est pro patria mori.40 Every soldier who dies for the 
sake of the patria is a “martyr” of that very patria. In light of 
such flagrant abuse of the Christian notion of martyrdom by 
newly emerging political constellations inside of Christendom, 
the Church began to lay down explicit norms about the proper 
“matter” of the act of martyrdom. The natural good of 
voluntary death in battle for the justified defense of the res 
publica (Christiana), referred by charity to God, the super-
natural final end, does not qualify as proper “matter” for 
martyrdom “before the Church.” In book III, chapter 18 of his 

 

 40 For the rhetorical-political transferral of martyrdom from dying for the heavenly 
patria to dying for the political patria in the context of the emerging late-medieval 
national kingdoms, such as France, and city states, such as those in Italy, see Ernst H. 
Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1957), 232-72: “The Christian martyr . . . who had 
offered himself up for the invisible polity and had died for his divine Lord pro fide, was 
to remain—actually until the twentieth century—the genuine model of civic self-
sacrifice” (234f.). 
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De servorum Dei beatificatione et beatorum canonizatione, 
Prosper Cardinal Lambertini, the later Pope Benedict XIV, 
offers an extensive discussion of the above text by Thomas and 
of its commentaries and affirms that a necessary condition for 
the perfect notion of martyrdom usque ad sanguinem is the 
perfect imitation of Christ, that is specifically, the nonresistance 
against the attackers, persecutors, and eventually executioners 
of death.41 Hence, the “matter” of the kind of act that leads to 
the death of the Christian soldier dying in defense of the res 
publica (Christiana), referred by charity to God, is a “matter” 
that is per se licit, that is, it has the potency of becoming, by 
way of referral, a meritorious act. Nevertheless, the “matter” 
lacks a crucial perfection characteristic of the perfection of 
martyrdom: the perfect imitation of Christ. Due to this 
imperfection, this kind of act does not qualify as proper 
“matter” for martyrdom “before the Church.” 
 The magisterial criterion of nonresistance does not affect the 
heart of Thomas’s argument. Rather, the criterion provides 
careful magisterial precision and circumscription in a way that 
integrates Thomas’s position into the older patristic tradition: 
Nonresistance constitutes an essential characteristic of the 
proper “matter” of the act of martyrdom “before the Church,” 
because this characteristic resembles most closely the imitation 
of Christ.42 Furthermore, the ecclesia militans can obtain 
reliable knowledge about whether the criterion of nonresistance 
has been fulfilled or not. 

 

 41 3d edition, Rome, 1748, pp. 225ff. For this information and for a concise 
summary of Cardinal Lambertini’s discussion, I rely on the commentary in Thomas von 
Aquin, Summa Theologica: Deutsch-lateinische Ausgabe (Die Deutsche Thomas-Ausgabe 

= DTA), vol. 36, Die letzten Dinge, commentary by Adolf Hoffmann (Heidelberg: F.H. 
Kehrle; Graz/Vienna/Cologne: Styria, 1961), 409-10, and especially on the commetary 
in DTA, vol. 21: Tapferkeit, Masshaltung (1. Teil), commentary by Josef Fulko Groner, 
O.P. (Heidelberg: F.H. Kehrle; Graz/Vienna/Cologne: Styria, 1961), 485-89. 
 42 At this point I leave unaddressed the question whether a death in defense of the res 
publica, referred by charity to God, could be legitimately understood as a case of 
martyrdom “before God”—not unlike the voluntary death in odium fidei (for one of the 
truths of the Catholic faith) or in odium virtutis et veritatis undergone by a material, but 
not formal heretic.  
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 With this circumscription in place, it is possible for the 
magisterium to affirm the basic thrust of Thomas’s argument in 
such a way that it indeed accounts for the martyrdom of Fr. 
Puglisi.43 First, Fr. Puglisi witnessed as a Catholic priest to the 
divine truth as received by divine faith. His testifying to the 
truth entailed his witness in word and action to virtue and 
justice and to their rule, the divine law. Second, Fr. Puglisi was 
deeply committed to the common good of the res publica he 
served in as priest and as citizen, a commitment that as priest he 
constantly referred by charity to God. Third, Fr. Puglisi under-
went death voluntarily without resisting his assassins. 
 Father Puglisi’s case discloses the perennially true core 
of Thomas’s argument: any act of witness to virtue and justice is 
a defense of the res publica, and if this defense is referred by 
charity to God, the person who is killed without offering 
resistance for the sake of the witness to virtue and justice can 
indeed be acknowledged as martyr “before the Church.” 
Conversely, Thomas’s thesis, rightly understood, discloses what 
is unique about the kind of martyrdom Fr. Puglisi’s prophetic 
witness and death represent: it is a martyrdom whose proximate 
cause was the zeal for the common good of the res publica 
referred by charity to the divine good, the common good of the 
Civitas Dei, the heavenly city. For nothing (with the exception 
 

 43 This fundamental affirmation can be found expressly in a specific formulation in 
Prosper Cardinal Lambertini’s/Pope Benedict XIV’s De servorum Dei beatificatione et 

beatorum canonizatione and is cited affirmingly by Benedict XVI: “The concept 
‘martyrdom’ as applied to the Saints and Blessed martyrs should be understood, in 
conformity with Benedict XIV’s teaching, as ‘voluntaria mortis perpessio sive tolerantia 

propter Fidem Christi, vel alium virtutis actum in Deum relatum’ (De Servorum Dei 

beatificatione et Beatorum canonizatione, Prato 1839-1841, Book III, chap. 11, 1). This 
is the constant teaching of the Church” (Letter of His Holiness Benedict XVI to the 
Participants of the Plenary Session of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, 24 
April 2006). The decisive passage is “vel alium virtutis actum in Deum relatum.” This 
“other act of virtue related to God” is quite obviously an instance of the set that Thomas 
understands basically as professions of faith: “All virtuous deeds, inasmuch as they are 
referred to God, are professions of the faith” (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5). 
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of a criminal and corrupt regime) undercuts the common good 
of a res publica more than widespread organized and secretive 
crime that involves corruption, fraud, exertion, blackmailing, 
money-laundering, and murder. When motivated by love of 
God and neighbor, and undertaken with the goal of redirecting 
the human good of the res publica to the divine good of the 
Civitas Dei such that the defense of the common good of the res 
publica becomes formally congruent with directing persons to 
the common good of the heavenly city—which is the end of 
faith—exposing, condemning, and fighting organized crime can 
be a proximate cause of martyrdom. The case for such a 
martyrdom is made by Thomas’s argument, as affirmed and 
magisterially specified by the norm of nonresistance. Blessed 
Giuseppe Puglisi’s martyrdom pro virtute et veritate not only 
follows a paradigm set by St. Thomas More and St. John Fisher, 
but rather opens up this paradigm definitively in ways that will 
make it possible to consider along similar lines the death of 
many priests, sisters, and lay persons who were killed in various 
parts of the world because they testified to the truth by 
witnessing to virtue and justice, and of Catholic priests and 
laypersons who were executed or tortured to death under the 
Nazi regime.44 

 

 44 According to the Church’s understanding, St. Teresa Benedicta a Cruce died a 
martyr, as did St. Maximilian Mary Kolbe and Bl. Franz Jägerstätter (1907-43). 
Arguably, the same might be true of Fr. Franz Reinisch (1903-42) and Fr. Bernhard 
Lichtenberg (1875-1943). Regarding Archbishop Oscar Romero (since 1990 “servant of 
God”), Benedict XVI, in his Angelus address from March 25, 2007, made the following 
statement: “The ‘yes’ of Jesus and Mary is renewed in the ‘yes’ of the saints, especially 
the martyrs who are killed because of the Gospel. I stress this because yesterday, on 
March 24, the anniversary of the assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero, 
Archbishop of San Salvador, we celebrated the Day of Prayer and Fasting for Missionary 
Martyrs: bishops, priests, religious and lay people killed in fulfilling its mission of 
evangelization and human promotion.” Pope Francis's decree from February 3, 2015, to 
ratify the death of Archbishop Oscar Romero as a martyrdom in odium fidei, stands in 
clear continuity with Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI's earlier assessment: Archbishop 
Romero was not only assassinated pro virtute et veritate, but, indeed, in odium fidei. He 
was, after all, assassinated in a highly significant fashion—at the altar while saying Mass. 
This symbolic execution in and of itself suggests first and foremost odium fidei. 
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 According to Thomas’s analysis, martyrdom is always a 
divine gift of grace, and what is meritorious about it is the depth 
of the act of charity, of friendship with God, that follows 
through on the gift of grace and commands the act of 
martyrdom. The heroism of martyrdom is in the end always a 
heroism of friendship with God, remaining faithful to the will 
of God as revealed in the divine law and thereby testifying to 
the truth. While martyrdom’s final cause is faith, its primary 
motive cause is charity, an efficacy perfected by the exterior 
motion of divine inspiration, the gift of fortitude. Yet the 
proximate cause for the act of martyrdom is “all that comes 
under the head of witnessing to the faith,” which includes “the 
doing of any good work and the avoidance of any sin” 
(STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5, ad 1).45 Consequently, according to 
Thomas, martyrdom pro virtute et veritate does not replace, 
expand, or develop martyrdom pro fide; rather, the former is 
integral to the latter: “The cause of all martyrdom is the truth 
of faith” (STh II-II, q. 124, a. 5). 
 
 

 

 45 There is a perfect consonance between Thomas’s teaching and that of Benedict 
XVI on the synthesis of grace and freedom in the martyr’s ultimate act of charity: “Once 
again, where does the strength to face martyrdom come from? From deep and intimate 
union with Christ, because martyrdom and the vocation to martyrdom are not the result 
of human effort but the response to a project and call of God, they are a gift of his grace 
that enables a person, out of love, to give his life for Christ and for the Church, hence 
for the world. . . . Yet it is important to stress that God’s grace does not suppress or 
suffocate the freedom of those who face martyrdom; on the contrary, it enriches and 
exalts them: the Martyr is an exceedingly free person, free as regards power, as regards 
the world; a free person who in a single, definitive act gives God his whole life, and in a 
supreme act of faith, hope, and charity, abandons himself into the hands of his Creator 
and Redeemer; he gives up his life in order to be associated totally with the Sacrifice of 
Christ on the Cross. In a word, martyrdom is a great act of love in response to God’s 
immense love” (Benedict XVI, General Audience, Papal Summer Residence, Castel 
Gandolfo, Wednesday, August 11, 2010).  
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III. THE CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF THOMAS’S INTEGRAL 
DOCTRINE OF MARTYRDOM 

 
 Some twenty years after the publication of Pope St. John 
Paul II’s encyclical letter Veritatis Splendor, it is appropriate to 
recall the important teaching on martyrdom that this encyclical 
advances in its third part: “Martyrdom, the exaltation of the 
inviolable holiness of God’s law” (VS §§90-94). In Veritatis 
Splendor, Pope St. John Paul conceives of martyrdom as a 
witness of fidelity to the holy law of God, a witness that is 
understood to confirm “the existence of negative moral norms 
regarding specific kinds of behavior, norms which are valid 
without exception” (VS §90). The stories of Susanna, John the 
Baptist, Stephen the Deacon, James the Apostle, and the 
countless martyrs of Revelation 13:7-10 are explicitly men-
tioned. The spectrum clearly covers both martyrdom pro fide 
and martyrdom pro virtute et veritate, understood by Veritatis 
Splendor “as an affirmation of the inviolability of the moral 
order, [that] bears splendid witness to the holiness of God’s law 
and to the inviolability of the personal dignity of man, created 
in God’s image and likeness” (VS §92). According to Veritatis 
Splendor, martyrdom pro fide and martyrdom pro virtute et 
veritate form one integral and seamless unity. Blessed Giuseppe 
Puglisi falls under it, as does Bl. Devasahayam Pillai. However, 
in light of Veritatis Splendor, Fr. Puglisi’s martyrdom seems to 
be more characteristic of “today’s growing secularism, wherein 
many, indeed too many, people think and live ‘as if God did not 
exist’” (VS §88). The encyclical addresses directly the question 
of what it means to testify to the truth in a secular world of 
deeply disturbing moral waywardness: 
 
Martyrdom is an outstanding sign of the holiness of the Church. Fidelity to 
God’s holy law, witnessed to by death, is a solemn proclamation and 
missionary commitment usque ad sanguinem, so that the splendor of moral 
truth may be undimmed in the behavior and thinking of individuals and 
society. This witness makes an extraordinarily valuable contribution to 
warding off, in civil society and within the ecclesial communities themselves, a 
headlong plunge into the most dangerous crisis which can afflict man: the 
confusion between good and evil, which makes it impossible to build up and to 
preserve the moral order of individuals and communities. By their eloquent 
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and attractive example of a life completely transfigured by the splendor of 
moral truth, the martyrs and, in general, all the Church’s Saints, light up every 
period of history by reawakening its moral sense. By witnessing fully to the 
good, they are a living reproof to those who transgress the law (cf. Wis 2:12). 
(VS §93).46 
 

 In an important letter from the year 2006, Pope Benedict 
XVI continued to emphasize the different shape martyrdom 
takes in profoundly changed cultural contexts: 
 
The martyrs of the past and those of our time gave and give life (effusio 
sanguinis) freely and consciously in a supreme act of love, witnessing to their 
faithfulness to Christ, to the Gospel and to the Church. If the motive that 
impels them to martyrdom remains unchanged, since Christ is their source and 
their model, then what has changed are the cultural contexts of martyrdom 
and the strategies ‘ex parte persecutoris’ that more and more seldom explicitly 
show their aversion to the Christian faith or to a form of conduct connected 
with the Christian virtues, but simulate different reasons, for example, of a 
political or social nature.47 
 

In Western secular societies, the odium fidei on the side of the 
persecutors of the faith is increasingly camouflaged behind 
political and social ideals and norms propagating human 
progress, liberation, and authenticity along the lines of a 
collectivized radical individualism of the sovereign self—ideals 
and norms that are increasingly enforced by way of legal 
 

 46 Martyrdom is nothing but the extraordinary perfection of the ordinary testifying 
to the truth to which all Christians are called: “Although martyrdom represents the high 
point of the witness to moral truth, and one to which relatively few people are called, 
there is nonetheless a consistent witness which all Christians must daily be ready to 
make, even at the cost of suffering and grave sacrifice. Indeed, faced with the many 
difficulties which fidelity to the moral order can demand, even in the most ordinary 
circumstances, the Christian is called, with the grace of God invoked in prayer, to a 
sometimes heroic commitment. In this he or she is sustained by the virtue of fortitude, 
whereby—as Gregory the Great teaches—one can actually ‘love the difficulties of this 
world for the sake of eternal rewards’ [Moralia in Job, VII, 21, 24: PL 75, 778: ‘huius 
mundi aspera pro aeternis praemiis amare’]” (Veritatis Splendor, §93). 
 47 Letter of Pope Benedict XVI to the Participants of the Plenary Session of the 
Congregation for the Causes of Saints, April 24, 2006. 
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regulations that contradict the gospel and human dignity. 
Depending on what the particular focus of this witness is, it 
might become the occasion for strong opposition, for social 
ostracization, discrimination, and even persecution. It was not 
hyperbole or alarmism, but rather sober Christian realism faced 
with an increasingly militant secularism that moved Francis 
Cardinal George, archbishop of Chicago, to make the famous 
remark to a group of priests that he might very well die 
peacefully in his bed, but that his successor might quite likely 
die in prison and his successor would “die a martyr in the public 
square.”48 While not all Christians are called to the perfect act 
of martyrdom, all Christians are called to testify to the truth 
and hence to acts of inchoate martyrdom. On August 11, 2010, 
on the occasion of the memorial of St. John the Baptist’s 
martyrdom, Pope Benedict XVI stated: 
 
Dear brothers and sisters, celebrating the martyrdom of St. John the Baptist 
reminds us too, Christians of this time, that with love for Christ, for his words 
and for the Truth, we cannot stoop to compromises. The Truth is the Truth; 
there are no compromises. Christian life demands, so to speak, the 
‘martyrdom’ of daily fidelity to the Gospel, the courage, that is, to let Christ 

 

 48 Francis Cardinal George, O.M.I., “The Wrong Side of History,” The Cardinal’s 
Column, Catholic New World: Newspaper for the Archdiocese of Chicago (October 21–
November 3, 2012), p. 1. With his startling remark Cardinal George entertained a 
historical possibility that was unthinkable for much of American Christianity until quite 
recently, a perspective which European Christians, especially in light of the cataclysmic 
events of the twentieth century, had to entertain much earlier. In 1951, the Thomist 
philosopher Josef Pieper offered his own startling remark: “To put it plainly, one speaks 
of Christianity as a power of sabotage, of resistance. In Christian terminology, one 
speaks of Christianity as the Church of the martyrs. The tyrant and the martyr are two 
figures of the political order that depend on each other. And when one thinks further, 
the tradition of Western reflection on history regards the Antichrist as sovereign 
universal ruler in the final term of history; one can escape his power neither by way of 
exterior nor by way of interior emigration. The only possibility, as it appears, to 
comport oneself in relation to Antichrist is indeed identical with triumphing over him—
it is resistance, the extreme form of which is the witness of the martyr” (Josef Pieper, 
“Sur l’espérance des martyrs,” in Espoir humain et espérance chrétienne : Semaine des 

intellectuels catholiques, 24 au 31 mai 1951, Centre catholique des intellectuels français 
[Paris: P. Horay [Etampes, Impr. la Semeuse], 1951], 76-84, at 80f. 
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grow within us and let him be the One who guides our thoughts and our 
actions.49 

 
Contemporary Western secular culture is characterized by two 
correlated features: on the one hand, on the surface an 
increasing religious and ideological pluralism and beneath the 
surface the strong operative belief in the “sovereign self,” and, 
on the other hand, an increasingly aggressive statist laicism that 
introduces legal instruments of a de facto naturalist normativity 
that insinuate that matters of transcendent truth are arbitrary 
and hence irrelevant to human flourishing. In such a socio-
political setting, testifying to the truth by way of prophetic acts 
of witnessing to virtue and justice becomes increasingly relevant 
as a persuasive witness that precedes and prepares the way for a 
discursive argumentation for the truth of the gospel. For an 
increasing number of people, at least in the West, such Christian 
witness becomes the first indirect encounter with the gospel. In 
such a setting, the martyr pro virtute et veritate is nothing but a 
missionary prototype in extremis of testifying to the truth. 
When such a witness to virtue and truth will eventually be 
challenged and interrogated by the powers that be, he or she 
might find inspiration in the encyclical letter Lumen Fidei, 
where Pope Francis refers to the martyr Hierax who was asked 
by the Roman prefect Rusticus, “Where are your parents?” and 
who responded: “Our true father is Christ, and our mother is 
faith in him” (§5). Thomas Aquinas offers a continuously 
pertinent theological account for the fact that the witness to 
virtue and truth is perfectly integral to the witness of Christ: 
“The cause of all martyrdom is the truth of faith” (STh II-II, 
q. 124, a. 5).50 
 

 49 Pope Benedict XVI, General Audience, Papal Summer Residence, Castel Gandolfo, 
Wednesday, August 11, 2010. 
 50 A version of this essay was presented on December 6, 2013 at the Thomistic 
Institute of the Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception, Dominican House of 
Studies, Washington, D.C., and previously, on June 22, 2013, at the XIII Plenary 



 RELEVANCE OF AQUINAS’S DOCTRINE OF MARTYRDOM 517 
 

                                                 

Session of the Pontifical Academy of St. Thomas Aquinas at the Casino Pio IV, Vatican 
City. Dedicated to the “Year of Faith,” the theme of the plenary session was “Believing, 
Loving and Living Truth.” I chose the paradigmatic case of martyrdom to address the 
topic of “Testifying to the Truth.” 
 For their critical and constructive comments upon the earlier version of this essay I 
thank Romanus Cessario, O.P., Nathan Eubank, Nancy Heitzenrater Hütter, Matthew 
Whelan, Thomas Joseph White, O.P., and an anonymous peer reviewer for The 
Thomist. 
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HE TERM ‘PROVIDENCE’ (pronoeô or pronoia) 
does not appear in the Gospels, even though the 
image of God underlying this word is revealed there 

in many aspects. In the New Testament, the verb pronoeô is 
used in Romans 12:17, 2 Corinthians 8:21, and 1 Timothy 
5:8. The noun pronoia is found in Acts 24:2 and Romans 
13:14. None of these occurrences carries a specifically 
theological sense. They simply evoke a human disposition or 
activity. 
 And yet, in the Scriptures we learn that God knows in 
detail all that matters to humans. He looks after them, and 
their life has value in his eyes. Persecutions or misfortunes 
should not confuse the disciples, but rather invite them to 
steadfastness and to conversion, for they remain in the hand 
of God. Faith and trust in God ought to liberate the disciples 
from concern for riches, for God looks after them and their 
true treasure is in heaven (see Luke 12:4-7, 22-32). But they 
must also recognize that the quest for the Kingdom entails a 
concern for others, in their needs and in their trials. Instead 
of interpreting the woes of others as being due to their 
(imagined) faults, those who hear about these woes ought 
rather to let themselves be challenged and questioned by this 
kind of news (see Luke 10:29-37; 13:1-5). Moreover, 
through prayer that is persevering, the disciples are assured 
of being heard by God and can believe that justice will be 
rendered unto them (see Luke 11:5-13; 18:1-8). Finally, and 
above all, the beneficent and provocative action of Jesus is a 

T
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very concrete image of the way God deals with human 
needs, all the while giving priority to the Kingdom. 
 If, therefore, we seek a theology of providence in the 
Gospel according to Saint Luke (for example), in the literal 
sense it is not to be found. But the very concrete teaching of 
Jesus about the disciples’ trust in God and about the efficacy 
of petitionary prayer is given weight by an acute perception 
of God’s solicitude at all times. 
 This leads us to put forward our working hypothesis: the 
gospel of trust and prayer is the pedestal of faith on which 
one can build one or another theology of providence, which 
must, as it is elaborated, be evaluated in the light of the 
gospel itself. In dialogue with Thomas Aquinas, we shall test 
our hypothesis in three stages: (i) construing the hierarchy 
of truths as it involves the connection between prayer and 
providence, (ii) reconciling the efficacy of petitionary prayer 
with the immutability of providence, and (iii) answering the 
question, does providence really respond to petitionary 
prayer?1 
 

I. HIERARCHY OF TRUTHS CONNECTING PRAYER AND 
PROVIDENCE 

 
 The theology of petitionary prayer is often conceived, 
and rightly so, as the litmus test for a preliminary theology 
of providence. But we intend to show that the connection 
between prayer and providence is closer and actually cuts 
both ways. It is not enough to deduce consequences from a 
theology of providence for an understanding of prayer. The 
theory of providence should also be worked out in the light 
of the gospel teaching on petitionary prayer. 
 Systematic theology more often than not tries to make a 
certain efficacy of petitionary prayer compatible with a pre-
established notion of providence. This appears clearly in the 
study undertaken by the Evangelical theologian Terrance 
Tiessen on the many possible relations between providence 
and petitionary prayer.2 Through a typology consisting of 

 
 1 For a more extended proposal, see E. Durand, Évangile et Providence: Une 
théologie de l’action de Dieu (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 2014). 
 2 See T. L. Tiessen, Providence and Prayer: How Does God Work in the World? 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 363-64. 
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ten models, he shows how a certain conception of provi-
dence determines a particular explanation of the way 
petitionary prayer operates in its relation to God. The 
criteria that allow for a schematization of the different 
models are especially the following: the kind of internal 
relation of God to created temporality, the divine knowl-
edge or nonknowledge of possible events that will never 
actually occur, the element of risk taken or not by God in 
creating, the compatibility or incompatibility of human 
freedom with constraining conditions, the nature of the 
impact of prayer on the outcome of events, and the question 
of knowing whether or not God changes his mind in 
response to the prayers of human beings. To begin, Tiessen 
notes that the biblical data on the subject of petitionary 
prayer are not consistent among themselves and do not 
clearly imply a particular line of theology. Most often a 
theologian finds in the biblical teaching a certain coherence 
which suits him, seen through a predetermined doctrinal 
and conceptual prism. 
 If we maintain the conviction, however, that the gospel 
can and must direct theology, we need to find a way to 
moderate the unilateral influence of a (preliminary) con-
ception of providence on the doctrine of prayer, and begin 
instead by clarifying the connection the other way round. In 
other words, it would be better to seek which theology of 
providence is required by the gospel faith in the super-
natural efficacy of petitionary prayer. 
 Caution is called for here. The efficacy of petitionary 
prayer is often misunderstood and leads easily to a cari-
cature of God. Indeed, the answering of prayers risks being 
spontaneously linked with a pagan understanding of the 
divine, according to which incantations addressed to the 
gods have the immediate goal of coaxing their wills and 
influencing their attitudes towards humans. 
 It is, therefore, not possible purely and simply to index a 
theory of providence on the basis of a supposedly obvious 
doctrine of the efficacy of requests made to God. One 
should recognize rather the primacy of the gospel teaching 
on the subject of trust in God and petitionary prayer, while 
showing that its proper theological reception demands a 
refined concept of divine providence in its relation to 
human affairs. 
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 In order to illustrate the difficulty and the possibility of 
finding a true connection between providence and peti-
tionary prayer, we may turn to the teaching of Aquinas in 
the Summa Theologiae. He writes first about providence and 
predestination (STh I, qq. 22-23), then about prayer (STh II-
II, q. 83). A study of these two sections reveals that an 
appropriate analysis of one of these poles calls for, or pre-
supposes, a correct conception of the other. The potential 
benefit of prayer does not enter into question 22, on 
providence, but at the end of question 23, on pre-
destination. At a first glance, it appears that the cooperation 
of prayer with providence is not discussed. But predestine-
tion is a part of providence, insofar as the latter orders 
rational creatures towards their final and supernatural end 
(STh I, q. 23, a. 1). In a consistent manner, the help of the 
prayers of the saints vis-à-vis the effect of predestination is 
treated as a particular case of the integration of secondary 
causes in the providential order of God (STh I, q. 23, a. 8). 
Ultimately, prayer, combined with other good and holy 
actions, is considered by Aquinas to be the most efficacious 
kind of human cooperation with the eternal plan of God, 
since the prayers of the saints are, through grace, eminently 
fit for obtaining, either for themselves or for others, the 
highest of all goals, namely, salvation and eternal life. This 
presupposes an understanding of the proper efficacy of the 
request as a human act, issuing from the practical intellect 
and underpinned by desire, just like any other secondary 
causality that is integrated with providence. 
 In the section on petitionary prayer,3 Aquinas examines 
whether it is appropriate to pray to God (STh II-II, q. 83, a. 
2). In the first part of his reply, he takes care to discard three 
errors of the ancients on the subject of providence, which 
either undermine the soundness of prayer or mangle the 
power of its efficacy. Those who held the first error averred 
that human affairs are not regulated by divine providence. It 
would thus be quite simply futile to pray or to worship God. 
But Scripture abundantly refutes such an impiety. The 
supporters of the second error taught that everything, in-

 
 3 See J. P. Torrell, “L’interprète du désir: La prière chez saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 

La Vie spirituelle 752 (2004): 213-23; S. T. Pinckaers, La prière chrétienne 
(Fribourg: Editions universitaires, 1989), 121ff. 
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cluding human affairs, happens by necessity, for diverse 
reasons: the immutability of providence, astrological neces-
sity, or the chain of causes. Again, prayer would be vain and 
useless. Finally, the originators of the third error rightly 
admitted that human affairs are governed by providence 
without necessarily taking place, but they held that the 
disposition of divine providence is changed by prayers and 
other cultic practices. At the end of this brief catalogue,4 
Aquinas justifiably considers that he has already corrected 
these errors in question 22 of the Prima Pars, on providence. 
He can therefore deliver, in the second part of his reply, an 
account of how to include the proper efficacy of prayer in 
the effective completion of the providential disposition of 
God. We shall return to this later. 
 For the present discussion, the essential point lies in 
Aquinas’s conclusion. Putting aside those three errors, he 
clearly expresses the criteria that any sound explanation of 
the usefulness of prayer must meet: 
 
And so one must account for the utility of prayer in such a way as neither 
to impose necessity on human affairs subject to divine providence, nor to 
imply that the divine disposition is changeable.5 

 
Conversely, the three errors draw attention to three truths 
which any theology of prayer must take into account: the 
submission of human realities to providence, the contin-
gency of those things for which one prays, and the immuta-
bility of the providential disposition by which God orders 
every event to the ultimate end. The specification of a the-
ology of petitionary prayer thus appears to depend on a 
speculative refutation of common mistakes regarding 
providence. 

 
 4 See ScG III, c. 96; Super De Divin. Nom., c. 3 ([Rome: Marietti, 1950], 
241-42); Comp. Theol., II, c. 6; Super Matt. 6:9 ([Rome: Marietti, 1951], 584); 
Augustine, De civitate Dei 5.8; S. T. Bonino, “Providence et causes secondes: 
L’exemple de la prière,” in Saint Thomas d’Aquin, ed. T. D. Humbrecht (Paris: 
Editions du Cerf, 2010), 493-519, at 500-511; L. Dewan, “St. Thomas and the 

Ontology of Prayer,” Divus Thomas 77 (1974): 392-402. 
 5 STh II-II, q. 83, a. 2: “Et ideo oportet sic inducere orationis utilitatem ut 
neque rebus humanis, divinae providentiae subiectis, necessitatem imponamus ; 

neque etiam divinam dispositionem mutabilem aestimemus.” Translations of the 

Summa Theologiae are taken (and adapted) from the translation by the Fathers of 
the English Dominican Province (New York, 1920). 
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 To account for the close bonds between providence and 
prayer, we should therefore distinguish several levels of 
assertion and intelligibility. As stated above, in the Synoptic 
Gospels, the noun ‘providence’ (pronoia or pronoeô) does 
not appear. On the other hand, the gospel teaching insists in 
an expressive manner on the daily dependence of the 
disciples on the will of God, on the trust experienced in the 
most concrete needs, and on the supernatural efficacy of 
prayer that perseveres, directed first and foremost towards 
the things of the Kingdom. Thus takes shape the gospel 
teaching on filial trust and petitionary prayer, inseparable 
from the benevolence and paternal watchfulness of God, 
solicitous for our subsistence and salvation. At that level, 
filial trust, petitionary prayer, and salvific providence are 
intimately interwoven in the unique teaching of the gospel 
faith. 
 When we turn to theological elaboration and verification, 
a theory of providence requires, in order to be complete, the 
integration of the prayers of the saints in the obtaining of 
the ultimate end willed by God for human beings. 
Reciprocally, an explanation of the efficacy of petitionary 
prayer presupposes a speculative adjustment of the con-
ceptions available regarding providence. The doctrinal con-
nection has repercussions in terms of explanatory theories. 
For Aquinas, the inclusion of prayer consummates the 
theology of providence, and a correct conception of provi-
dence is required for a sound theology of prayer. 
 From the gospel and from Thomistic theology, the ideal 
sequence would seem to be the following: (1) the gospel 
teaching given by Christ himself on the subject of trust and 
prayer, (2) the correctness of a speculative theology of 
providence, obtained by the addition of metaphysical 
judgment, (3) the correctness of an explanatory theology of 
the efficacy of petitionary prayer, removed from all pagan 
notions. Thus, the consideration of prayer frames the the-
ology of providence as a doctrinal pedestal on the one hand 
and, on the other, as a locus of theological verification. 
 
 
 



 PRAYER AND PROVIDENCE 525 
 

II. THE EFFICACY OF PETITIONARY PRAYER AND THE 
IMMUTABILITY OF PROVIDENCE 

 
 Having addressed Aquinas’s specifications for a theology 
of prayer in harmony with a sound conception of 
providence, let us now consider his explanation of the 
modus operandi of petitionary prayer, given the disposition 
and providential action of God. Aquinas’s tour de force 
consists in situating the help of prayer as a particular and 
outstanding case of the inclusion of human action within 
divine providence. 
 
Divine providence disposes not only what effects shall take place, but also 
from what causes and in what order these effects shall proceed. Now 
among other causes human acts are the causes of certain effects. 
Wherefore it must be that men do certain actions. Not that thereby they 
may change the Divine disposition, but that by those actions they may 
achieve certain effects according to the order of the Divine disposition: 
and the same is to be said of natural causes. And so is it with regard to 
prayer. For we pray not that we may change the Divine disposition, but 
that we may impetrate that which God has disposed to be fulfilled by our 
prayers in other words “that by asking, men may deserve to receive what 
Almighty God from eternity has disposed to give,” as Gregory says (Dial. 
i, 8).6 

 
In regard to providence, prayer is comparable to other 
human acts. It is a human act, raised up and made super-
natural by grace. As a general rule, God integrates the 
proper activity of secondary causes into his providential plan 
and government. Among such causes, man is capable of 
acting effectively and freely. Thus he may, for example, 
bring aid to a sick friend and employ all appropriate human 
means to restore him to health. But God alone is the master 
of life and death, of health and sickness. The effect of 
healing thus proceeds conjointly, with both human causality 
(of friendship and medical practice) and divine causality, not 
through a division of effects but entirely from one and from 
the other.7 When God wills and arranges the healing of a 
sick person, because this will help him or his friends to grasp 
an ultimate end for himself or for them, more often than not 

 
 6 STh II-II, q. 83, a. 2; see Augustine, De civitate Dei 10.12. 
 7 See ScG III, c. 70. 
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this healing is accomplished effectively by the application of 
human care. 
 It is the same with prayer, a human contribution analo-
gous to medical care. When God mediates the accomplish-
ment of his will through the help of our prayers, the effect 
of providence also becomes fully the effect of prayer. It is 
not only one part of the fulfilment which is due to prayer, 
while God for his part accomplishes all of what he wills. 
Rather, the effect willed by God is not only entirely caused 
by him, as first cause, but also entirely caused by prayer, as 
secondary cause. In reality, prayer is never fulfilled by a 
crowning which would be entirely extrinsic to it. It fully 
cooperates in its own causality with the fulfillment of 
providence. Understanding this, however, requires an 
elucidation of how prayer exercises its causality. 
 From the anthropological point of view, Aquinas speci-
fies that petitionary prayer is an act of the practical intellect, 
whose role it is to be in charge of action or to make 
requests. At first sight, this seems disconcerting, inasmuch as 
petition is always the expression of a desire, which comes 
from the appetitive power. But such an expression proceeds 
from the practical intellect, which can guide desire, even 
though the intensity of desire underpins the petition.8 
 To explain the linking of prayer with the practical 
intellect, Aquinas argues in the following way. The function 
of the practical intellect is not only to apprehend the real 
but also to cause action.9 Now, a causal power can operate 
in two ways: perfectly, when the effect is totally subject to 
the power of the cause, and imperfectly, when the effect is 
not totally subject to that power. When applied to the 
practical intellect, this distinction is expressed by two kinds 
of act: on the one hand, to command (imperare) in order to 
accomplish whatever depends directly on oneself or on one’s 
subordinates; on the other hand, to ask (petere or deprecari) 
that a thing might be done by another who is equal or 
superior to oneself. This description of an anthropological 
possibility, when elevated by grace, coincides with peti-

 
 8 See STh II-II, q. 83, a. 1, ad 1-2; IV Sent., q. 4, a. 1, qcla 1: “oratio est actus 
rationis, applicantis desiderium voluntatis ad eum qui non sunt sub potestate nostra 

sed supra nos, scilicet Deum.” 

 9 See STh II-II, q. 83, a. 1. 
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tionary prayer addressed to God. In this way, prayer retains 
all the attributes of human action, while it unfolds as a 
supernatural activity too. 
 When it corresponds to the salvific will of God, prayer 
accomplishes the supernatural effect of providence, since 
petition is eternally integrated by God as a human mediation 
adapted to a properly divine effect. Most of the time, we 
pray to obtain something beyond our power which depends 
exclusively upon the divine power. But even in such a case 
prayer has a role to play precisely as the ultimate human 
cooperation by which we can hope to contribute to the 
work of God and facilitate its fulfilment. 
 Without modifying in any way the divine disposition, the 
prayers of human beings have been granted by God the 
singular power of cooperating with the fulfilment of his 
salvific will and his providential plan, especially when all 
other human means are exhausted. In the Thomistic view, to 
say that prayer is useless is as absurd as to judge that medical 
care is useless for a restoration to health that is willed by 
God. In the Summa contra Gentiles, Aquinas expresses 
eloquently the same conviction with reference to daily acts, 
which no one could believe should be suspended in order to 
permit God to accomplish the effects of his providence: 
 
The cause of some things that are done by God is prayers and holy 
desires. But we showed above that divine providence does not exclude 
other causes; rather, it orders them so that the order which providence 
has determined within itself may be imposed on things. And thus, 
secondary causes are not incompatible with providence; instead, they 
carry out the effect of providence. In this way, then, prayers are 
efficacious before God, yet they do not destroy the immutable order of 
divine providence, because this individual request that is granted to a 
certain petitioner falls under the order of divine providence. So, it is the 
same thing to say that we should not pray in order to obtain something 
from God, because the order of His providence is immutable, as to say 
that we should not walk in order to get to a place, or eat in order to be 
nourished; all of which are clearly absurd.10 

 
It is very clear that to fulfill the most mundane duties, one 
must use one’s legs and take some food. And daily tasks are 
included in God’s providential order. Thus, for instance, a 
mother will take care of her little children in a thousand and 

 
 10 ScG III, c. 96 (translated by V. J. Bourke [New York, 1956], 1:62). 
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one ways, deploying all her energies in conformity with the 
divine disposition. In the same way, going to the hospital to 
spend a moment with a sick friend answers to the provi-
dential order that friendly support is favorable to the 
recovery of health, all the while supposing that one actually 
makes the effort to go. Aquinas wants to convince us that 
the mediation of prayer in the fulfilment of God’s work is 
just as necessary, useful, and concrete as the use of our legs. 
Without the help of our prayers in God’s work, these would 
not be fulfilled, at least as being our work also. 
 Like any other contingent secondary cause, our prayer 
can be deficient. Does this mean the effect of providence 
would be cancelled out as a result? It is very likely that, if we 
fail individually in the real cooperation that our prayer 
might bring to God’s work, he would mobilize support from 
someone else, to co-opt him in turn for the fulfilment of his 
plan by grace. In this way, the purpose of providence will 
always be accomplished, while the loss incurred by 
deficiency applies above all to the one who was lacking, thus 
depriving him of the grace of helping with God’s work. 
 

III. DOES PROVIDENCE RESPOND TO PETITIONARY PRAYER? 
 
 One of the principal contemporary objections to prayer 
being factored eternally into an immutable providence 
consists in insisting on a “responsiveness” in God in the 
granting of prayers. The critique comes from the devotees of 
process theology (or open theism), as well as from 
Molinists.11 For process theologians, God adjusts his will in 
accordance with human actions and thus responds 
effectively to prayers. This supposes that God is himself 
“eternal” in a temporality superior to our own, which is 
proper to him, in order to follow step-by-step the rhythm of 
our liberty. In the Molinist framework, God does not 
change and his eternity is not “temporalized,” but he 
possesses an eternal and complete knowledge of all the 

 
 11 See Tiessen, Providence and Prayer, 52-70 (Process), 71-118 (Openness), 
153-77 (Molinist); C. Pinnock et al., The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to 
the Traditional Understanding of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
1994); T. P. Flint, Divine Providence: The Molinist Account (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1998), 41-46. 
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potential consequences of all possible contingencies and 
choices. In this way, God would eternally possess in himself 
all the potential response to all our possible trajectories. 
 Insisting in diverse ways on the accommodation (tem-
poral or eternal) of God to human actions (real or 
potential), these thinkers claim an original and coherent 
advance regarding the “responsive” dimension of provi-
dence. Such a quality is attractive to a believer’s mind since 
it seems to be in close conformity with biblical teaching. 
Indeed, in many biblical passages, God’s action accommo-
dates itself to human attitudes, especially infidelity, har-
dening of heart, or conversion. Furthermore, the God of the 
Bible willingly responds to the intercessory prayer of his 
servants, prophets, and ministers, as well as to the requests 
of the most humble. A simple and trusting reading of the 
Bible easily allows one to believe that God replies in a 
thousand and one ways to the prayers of the saints and that 
he actually regulates his action according to human choices, 
good or bad. 
 It is appropriate, then, to examine how Aquinas deals 
with this aspect of the biblical witness and whether he 
attributes a certain “responsive” dimension to providence. 
We may return to the Summa contra Gentiles, to the passage 
immediately following the argument discussed above. The 
integration of prayer in the immutable order of providence 
leads Aquinas to refute two typical errors on the subject of 
prayer, already encountered earlier.12 
 First of all, for different reasons, the Epicureans and the 
Stoics considered human prayers to be futile and fruitless, 
for the first group removed human affairs from providence, 
while the second thought that everything subject to 
providence happens necessarily. These two positions are 
strongly refuted by the teaching of Aquinas on the subject of 
providence, insofar as he has (1) demonstrated the extension 
of providence to everything that exists, without exception; 
(2) included not only necessary causalities but also con-
tingent causalities in the order of providence; and (3) 
factored prayers into the eternal plan of providence. 

 
 12 See ScG III, c. 96. See Nemesius of Emesa [confused with Gregory of Nyssa], 
De natura hominis, chap. 34-36 (trans. Burgundio of Pisa, ed. G. Verbeke and J. R. 
Moncho [Leiden: Brill, 1975], 133ff.). 
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 In connection with our examination of the “responsive” 
dimension of providence, the refutation of the second error 
is more decisive. In effect, it concerns the pagan conviction 
that prayers can change the providential disposition of God. 
Following Nemesius, Aquinas imputes this error to the 
Egyptians who thought they could change destiny by all 
sorts of practices, offerings of incense, and incantations. 
Before demolishing this error, Aquinas acknowledges that 
many biblical passages appear to move in this direction. He 
quotes three particularly eloquent ones from the prophets: 
Isaiah 38:1-5; Jeremiah 18:7-8; and Joel 2:13-14. In each 
case, it does seem that God is changing his mind, or at least 
shows himself ready to do so, in response to prayer and 
penitence on the part of those who, he had decided, would 
shortly meet their doom. 
 But Aquinas refuses such an interpretation, which he 
judges superficial and inappropriate, for two reasons: one 
speculative, the other biblical. In line with the conclusions of 
the two preceding books of the Summa contra Gentiles, he 
first recalls that the will of God does not change and that 
God himself is not dependent on what happens to creatures 
in time. These points only have argumentative value in terms 
of relevant, antecedent metaphysico-theological demonstra-
tions.13 They rest upon the exclusion of all mutability in the 
divine substance and of all potentiality in the divine will, as 
well as upon the asymmetry of relations between God and 
his creatures. 
 Nevertheless, Aquinas does not limit himself to argu-
ments of this first kind. The inappropriate interpretation is 
also rejected by the authority of the Scriptures themselves, 
where it is repeatedly affirmed that God is not like man: he 
does not go back on his word and he does not repent of his 
will, according to Numbers 23:19; 1 Kings 15:29; and 
Malachi 3:6. Evidently, Aquinas considers that these few 
demonstrations of God’s perseverance in his plan and the 
immutability of the divine will are normative for a correct 
hermeneutic of those other passages, which are admittedly 
more numerous, in which God appears to change his 
dispositions or to go back on his word. The latter figures of 
speech therefore reveal themselves to be metaphorical and 

 
 13 See ScG I, cc. 82-83; II, c. 12. 
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must be decoded as such. It is clear that the prevailing of 
one biblical register over another stems from the conver-
gence of the nonmetaphorical declarations on the immuta-
bility of the divine will with the metaphysico-theological 
discernment established antecedently. To put it another way, 
in contemporary language, a canonical reading of the 
Scriptures under the analogy of faith finds itself oriented 
here in a certain direction by a theological conviction which 
falls within the analogy of being. 
 Although he has thus put aside in principle the false 
opinion according to which God’s providential disposition is 
swayed by prayers, Aquinas returns to this problem in a 
more thorough way, clarifying the grain of truth contained 
in the errors of the Egyptians and the Stoics. This leads him 
to posit the distinction between the universal order and a 
particular order, which allows him to situate the 
immutability of providence at its proper level. 
 
Now, if a person carefully considers these statements, he will find that 
every error that occurs on these points arises from the fact that thought is 
not given to the difference between universal and particular order. For, 
since all effects are mutually ordered, in the sense that they come together 
in one cause, it must be that, the more universal the cause is, the more 
general is the order. Hence, the order stemming from the universal cause 
which is God must embrace all things. So, nothing prevents some 
particular order from being changed, either by prayer, or by some other 
means [nihil igitur prohibet aliquem particularem ordinem vel per 
orationem, vel per aliquem alium modum immutari], for there is 
something outside that order which could change it.14 

 
Under the universal order, related to the First Cause, fall all 
the particular orders, where particular chains of causation 
occur between secondary causes and their proper effects. A 
particular chain can be prevented, short-circuited, 
accelerated, or overtaken by the interference of another 
secondary cause. But, whatever the case may be, this latter 
remains subject to the influence of the First Cause and to the 
universal order to which it is relative. Insofar as prayer is a 
human action made supernatural, integrated into the 
universal order just like other secondary causes—as we saw 
above that Aquinas teaches—prayer can certainly receive 
from God an efficacy that steals a march on other secondary 

 
 14 ScG III, c. 96 (Bourke, trans., 1:64). 
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causes and suspends their expected natural fulfilment. 
Beyond this, however, the efficacy of prayer and its super-
natural effect always belong to the universal order 
established by God, since they are integrated from all 
eternity into the immutable disposition of his providence. 
 In light of this argument, Aquinas explains the error of 
the Egyptians in the following way: they considered that 
prayers could modify destiny relative to the influences of the 
stars on human affairs, which influence depends in reality 
upon a particular order. Conversely, fascinated by the 
universal order, the Stoics supported the immutability of the 
order instituted by God and consequently esteemed prayers 
to be futile, without perceiving their potential effect on the 
causal chains of lesser particular orders, which are also 
always included in the universal order. In response to the 
Stoics, Aquinas rightly recalls that the prayer of humans 
belongs to the vast field of secondary causes: 
 
For, when [the Stoics] say that, whether prayers are offered or not, in any 
case the same effect in things follows from the universal order of things, 
they clearly isolate from that universal order the wishes of those who 
pray. For, if these prayers be included under that order, then certain 
effects will result by divine ordination by means of these prayers, just as 
they do by means of other causes. So, it will be the same thing to exclude 
the effect of prayer as to exclude the effect of all other causes. Because, if 
the immutability of the divine order does not take away their effects from 
other causes, neither does it remove the efficacy of prayers. Therefore, 
prayers retain their power; not that they can change the order of eternal 
control, but rather as they themselves exist under such order.15 

 
We recall the example given above by Aquinas: to deny the 
efficacy of prayer, under the pretext that the universal order 
of providence is immutable, would be as absurd as to refuse 
to eat or to use one’s legs. It is evident that these human 
activities are willed and disposed by God as allowing the 
fulfillment of his will. The comparison presupposes the 
anthropological analysis of prayer, since such an analysis 
permits us to grasp wholly its character as a human act and, 
in this mode, as a secondary cause. Far from the pagan 
offerings of incense and incantations, prayer is efficacious 
because it is a human act to which God, in the order of his 
providence, links certain natural and supernatural effects. 

 
 15 Ibid. (Bourke, trans., 1:65); see Augustine, De civitate Dei 5.8-9. 
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 Having thus established the efficacy of prayers in a 
particular causal order, Aquinas can finally elucidate in a 
new light the biblical verses where God appears to repent: 
 
But nothing prevents some particular order, due to an inferior cause, from 
being changed through the efficacy of prayers, under the operation of 
God Who transcends [supergreditur] all causes, and thus is not confined 
under the necessity of any order of cause; on the contrary, all the 
necessity of the order of an inferior cause is confined under Him 
[continetur sub ipso] as being brought into being by Him [quasi ab eo 
institutus]. So, in so far as something in the order of inferior causes 
established by God is changed through [the prayers of pious people], God 
is said to turn or to repent; not in the sense that His eternal disposition is 
changed, but that some effect of His is changed. Hence, Gregory says that 
“God does not change His plan [consilium], though at times He may 
change His judgment [sentential]”; not, I say, the judgment which 
expresses His eternal disposition, but the judgment which expresses the 
order of inferior causes, in accord with which Hezekiah was to have died, 
or a certain people were to have been punished for their sins. Now, such a 
change of judgment is called God’s repentance, using a metaphorical way 
of speaking, in the sense that God is disposed like one who repents, for 
whom it is proper to change what he had been doing. In the same way, 
He is also said, metaphorically, to become angry, in the sense that, by 
punishing, He produces the same effect as an angry person.16 

 
God never repents, properly speaking, because he does not 
change his will, but he can declare through the mediation of 
his prophets that the death of the sinner is near, following a 
particular order of causality, even though he wills for the 
latter a different outcome, following the primacy of his will 
and the universal order of his providence. When his grace 
instigates, against all expectation, the repentance of the 
sinner, God then accomplishes the plan of his will and the 
effect of his providence. To our eyes, God appears to have 
repented, for the prophet initially had access only to his 
word regarding a matter of fact and a foreseeable dénoue-
ment, whereas his ultimate will remained veiled to the 
prophet.17 
 Through the secondary efficacy of the prayers of the 
saints, what is sometimes found to be modified by God is 

 
 16 ScG III, c. 96 (Bourke, trans., 1:65-66); see Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job 
16.10.5-7; Augustine, De Gen. ad litt. 6.17.28; De civitate Dei 9.5; 14.11; 15.25; 
17.7. 

 17 See STh I, q. 19, a. 7, ad 2; II-II, q. 171, a. 6, ad 2; IV Sent., d. 45, q. 2, a. 2, 
qcla. 2, ad 1; De Verit., q. 6, a. 4, ad 1; Super Psalmo 50, n. 6. 
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not the plan of his will, nor the order of his providence, but 
a causal chain circumscribed in the lower order. If one 
considers this particular order alone, as it is most apparent 
to human observation, one perceives that God modifies it by 
allowing another influence to prevail. In so doing, however, 
he does not change his providence, but rather he 
accomplishes its supernatural effect through the secondary 
efficacy which he accords to the prayers of the saints. 
 Thus, for example, the causal chain of a terminal illness 
can be impeded by the efficacy of our prayers, inasmuch as 
God, willing the healing of a particular person, achieves this 
in connection with our supplications. From our temporal 
point of view, fixed on a particular causal order, we can thus 
say that God “responds” to our prayers, when he answers 
them and accomplishes the requested healing effect. 
Nevertheless, in a Thomistic perspective, it is more fitting to 
say rather that our prayers “respond” on this occasion to the 
universal order of God’s providence, which eternally 
disposes that the unexpected healing of this person be 
obtained, in time, by the secondary efficacy of our ardent 
prayers. In this case, God does not answer our prayers in the 
sense of conforming himself to them; in reality he involves 
us in the implementation of his salvific will, thereby 
mobilizing the efficacy of our prayers to accomplish it. We 
are not to imagine that the providence of God precedes our 
prayers in a temporal way. Eternal and simple, providence is 
always “contemporaneous” with our prayers. 
 We may now return to the proper efficacy of prayer as 
secondary causality. What is it? It seems difficult to conceive 
of the efficacy of prayer as a measurable efficacy, in the 
manner of other causalities in the physical world. Most 
often, these have a perceptible impact, in the way of a 
motion or a making. The proper efficacy of petitionary 
prayer, as an entirely separate secondary cause, could 
however be of two kinds. 
 Such a prayer is a request articulated, at greater or lesser 
length, by a human soul to God. As such, prayer introduces 
something effective on our part. We establish the act of 
addressing ourselves to God and we ask of him something 
more or less defined. This certainly produces new 
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dispositions in us, as Augustine readily underlined.18 Beyond 
the material or immediate object of the request, prolonged 
prayer effects an interior transformation in the one praying: 
it deepens his desire and adapts it to the will of God. 
 Moreover, the influence of prayer can take effect, when 
God wills it, upon a particular order which otherwise might 
easily prevail. Here, two possibilities can be envisaged. It 
could be that God alone directly makes some causal chain 
prevail in the world in order to remove another, nondesired 
causal chain. In this way, God himself gives, in an extrinsic 
way, all the efficacy to prayer: our prayer does not prevail 
on its own, though the common effect is attributed both to 
God and to the one praying, according to a complete causal 
synergy. Or it could be that prayer possesses its own 
spiritual efficacy which is not of the material order yet has a 
physical impact. The effectiveness of prayer could thus be 
compared to the miracle of a spiritual freedom altogether 
unexpected, whenever it prevails here or there over all the 
conditions and constraints which would seem to preclude its 
emergence; or again, it could be compared to the influence 
of angelic creatures upon the physical and human world. 
The effectiveness of prayer would then signify a real 
primacy of the invisible over the visible, which is very often 
overlooked or neglected. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 The Thomistic theology of prayer is fitted, not only to 
Aquinas’s theory of providence, but also to the essentially 
Christian doctrine of a priority of grace over all human 
cooperation in the fulfillment of the works of God. 
Accordingly it is not that God answers our prayers, but 
rather that these prayers answer to his call. The prayers of 
the faithful are indeed integrated from all eternity into the 
providential order of God, by reason of the primeval gra-
tuity of his will of grace, according to which he associates 
human beings as free subjects with the temporal effecting of 
his plan. To conceive the efficacy of petitionary prayer in 

 
 18 See Augustine, Letter 130 to Proba, §17-18 (PL 33:500-501); G. Antoni, La 
prière chez saint Augustin. D’une philosophie du langage à la théologie du Verbe 
(Paris: Librarie philosophique J. Vrin, 1997). 
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this way amounts to conferring upon it the highest efficacy 
there can be, proportioned by grace to the proper effects of 
the divine will itself. In this perspective, the theology of 
prayer remains subject to the need to respect absolutely the 
eternity of God and the priority of his grace. In the final 
analysis, this is very much the doctrinal challenge of 
harmonizing the efficacy of petitionary prayer with the 
immutability of salvific providence.19 

 
 19 This article has been translated by Matthew Jarvis, O.P., Blackfriars, Oxford. 
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HIS CONSIDERATION of the definition of “immanent 
activity” was spurred by an exchange with the late Jack 
Carlson1 in which he maintained that vegetative activities 

are immanent activities. Our discussion followed my en-
countering a similar position in an article that I reviewed. I also 
discovered the same view articulated by David Oderberg and 
Edward Feser.2 
 Fueling the controversy is the fact that Aquinas never 
mentions nutrition or growth when he provides examples of 
immanent and transient activities. Feser and Oderberg articulate 
their position while addressing a crucial question in natural 
philosophy, namely, whether living things are essentially 
different from nonliving ones. While I agree with their overall 
conclusion, as well as with many of the specific points they 

 
 1 My exchange with John W. Carlson began when I questioned the definitions he 

gave for “immanence” and “transience” in his book Words of Wisdom: A Philosophical 

Dictionary for the Perennial Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 2012): “Immanence: property of an act whereby the effect remains in the agent” 

(133). “Transience: Property of an act whereby the effect takes place in a being other 

than the agent” (276). 

 2 See David Oderberg, Real Essentialism (New York: Routledge, 2007), 180: “When 

a person eats food (immanent), she uses transient instrumental causes . . . and there are 

also transient causal results or effects of the immanent nutritive and eliminative 

process.” See also Edward Feser, Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide (London: Oneworld 

Publications, 2009), 135: “An animal’s digestion of a meal would be an example of 

immanent causation.” 

T
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make, their claim that nutrition is an immanent activity deviates 
from the thought of Aquinas and results in both a flawed 
understanding of the difference between the living and the 
nonliving and of the difference between vegetative activities and 
sensorial ones. 
 My intention is to defend the following four theses. First, 
“immanent activity” in the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition has 
a very precise meaning: it is an activity that has no product and 
of itself is perfective of the agent that carries it on. Second, 
using “immanent activity” in both a broader and a narrower 
sense is more apt to confuse than to enlighten. Third, Aquinas 
himself never uses this expression in the broad sense (though 
there are a couple of passages which at first sight could be 
construed this way). Fourth, while vegetative activities could be 
termed immanent in a broad sense, in the strict sense they are 
not. 
 

I. REASONS TO SUPPOSE THAT ALL LIFE ACTIVITIES ARE 
IMMANENT 

 

 Aquinas never uses the expressions “actio immanens” or 
“operatio immanens,” though other medieval authors some-
times do.3 He speaks of an “operatio manens in ipso operante,” 
and when doing so he virtually always contrasts it with an 
“operatio transiens in exteriorem materiam.”4 Our expressions 

 
 3 See unknown author, Summa totius Logicae Aristotelis, tract. 5 cap. 7: “Similarly, 

to understand and to sense are immanent actions because signify the act of 

understanding or sensing to be in act in the one understanding or sensing.  This 

immanent action, however, is not directly in the category of action. . . . The second 

action which is called transient fits the category of action” (“Similiter intelligere et 

sentire sunt actiones immanentes, quia dicunt actum intelligendi vel sentiendi esse actu 

in intelligente vel sentiente. Haec autem actio immanens non est directe in 

praedicamento actionis, ideo de ipsa satis dictum sit. Secunda vero actio quae dicitur 

transiens, facit praedicamentum actionis”). All texts from Aquinas, unless otherwise 

noted, are drawn from the Opera Omnia online maintained by Navarre University 

(http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/iopera.html). 

 4 Aquinas uses the expressions “operatio transiens” and “actio transiens” 

approximately fifteen times.  
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“immanent activity” and “transient activity”5 seem adequate 
substitutes for the Latin. But do we understand them correctly? 
It is plain that Aquinas draws this distinction from Aristotle, for 
in the Commentary on the Ethics he says: 
 
Operation is twofold, as is said in Bk. 9 of the Metaphysics: one remains in the 
one operating itself, such as to see, to will, and to understand, and operation 
of this sort is properly called “action.” The other operation, however, which is 
properly called “making,” passes through into an exterior matter; and this is 
twofold. For sometimes someone takes up exterior matter only for the 
purpose of using it, as a horse for riding and a stringed instrument for playing; 
sometimes, however, one takes up something exterior in order to change it 
into some form, as when an artisan makes a bed or a house.6  

 

This passage might seem to leave in doubt whether assuming 
some exterior matter and changing it into oneself, such as 
occurs when an organism nourishes itself, is better termed 
immanent because it goes on inside the organism and only 
accidentally has an external product (waste), or transient 
because the organism assumes an exterior matter (food) and 
changes it into something with a new form (part of a living 
body).  

 For purposes of clarification, it is pertinent to consider what 
Aristotle says in book 9 of the Metaphysics and to read 
Aquinas’s comments thereon.7 Aquinas, paraphrasing Aristotle, 
says, 

 
 5 “Transient,” “transitive,” and “transeunt” are used synonymously by Aristotelians 

and Thomists. 

 6 I Nic. Ethic., lect. 1.  

 7 Aristotle is trying to establish that act is the end of potency. This gives him reason 

to distinguish two types of acts: “And while in some cases the exercise [of the potency] 

is the ultimate thing (e.g., in sight the ultimate thing is seeing, and no other product 

besides this results from sight), but from some things a product follows (e.g., from the 

art of building there results a house as well as the act of building), yet none the less the 

act is in the former case the end and in the latter more of an end than the potency is. 

For the act of building is realized in the thing that is being built, and comes to be, and is, 

at the same time as the house. 

 “Where, then, the result is something apart from the exercise, the actuality is in the 

thing that is being made, e.g. the act of building is in the thing that is being built and 

that of weaving in the things that is being woven, and similarly in all other cases, and in 
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However, this difference among the aforesaid powers ought to be considered, 
because when there is something produced outside the act itself of the power, 
which is action, the action of such powers is in the thing made, and is the act 
of the thing made, as building in the thing built, weaving in the thing woven, 
and universally motion in the thing moved. And this is because when through 
the action of a power some product is constituted, that act perfects the thing 
produced, and not the producer. Whence, it is in the product as the action and 
perfection of it, whereas this is not so for the producer. 
 But when there is not some work produced outside the action of the 
power, then the action exists in the agent even as the perfection of it, and does 
not pass through [transit] for perfecting something exterior; as seeing is in the 
one seeing, and speculating in the one speculating, and life in the soul, 
through which we understand the works of life.8 
 
 This passage seems to contain the same ambiguity we saw in 
the passage from the Commentary on the Ethics, for it appears 
to include all life activities in the category of immanent activity. 
Yet, the activity of reproduction clearly produces something 
outside the act itself of the power, namely, offspring: 
 
There is a difference among vegetative powers which ought to be attended to. 
For the nutritive and augmentative powers have their effect in that in which 
they are, for the body united to the soul is itself augmented and preserved 
through the augmentative and nutritive power existing in the same soul. But 
the generative power has its effect not in the same body, but in another, for 
nothing is generative of itself.9 

 
Also, Aquinas recognizes activities such as building a nest and 
spinning a web to be life activities, and this kind of activity he 
explicitly identifies as transient. He cannot then mean to in-
clude every single life activity in the category of immanent 
activity. Consequently, there is a question as to the category in 
which he understands the activity of nutrition to be included.  

                                                 
general the movement is in the thing that is being moved; but where there is no product 

apart from the actuality, the actuality is present in the agents, e.g. the act of seeing is in 

the seeing subject and that of theorizing in the theorizing subject and the life is in the 

soul (and therefore well-being also; for it is a certain kind of life)” (Metaphys. 

9.8.1050a24-b1 in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon, trans. W. D. Ross 

[New York: Random House, 1968]).  

 8 IX Metaphys., lect. 8. Aquinas’s comments are little more than a paraphrase of 

Aristotle’s text. 

 9 STh I, q. 78, a. 2. 
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 There is another passage where Aquinas seems to speak of all 
life activities as immanent, but here he goes on explicitly to 
exclude one of them as transient, namely, generation: 
 
Operation, however, is twofold: there is a certain operation passing from the 
one operating into something extrinsic, as heating [passes] from fire into 
wood; and this operation is not the perfection of the one operating, but of the 
thing operated upon: for fire does not acquire something from what it is 
heating, but the thing heated acquires heat. There is another operation that 
does not pass into something extrinsic, but remains in the one operating itself: 
to understand, to sense, to will, and things of this sort. These operations, 
however, are the perfection of the one operating: for the intellect is not 
perfected except through what it is understanding in act; nor is the sense, 
except through what it senses in act. The first kind of operation is common to 
living and nonliving things, but the second is proper to living things; whence, 
if we take “motion” broadly speaking for any operation, as the Philosopher 
takes it in De Anima, Bk. II, where he says that to sense and to understand are 
a certain motion, not insofar as motion is the act of the imperfect as is defined 
in Physics, Bk. III, but as it is the act of the perfect, it thus appears to be 
proper to the living thing, [as] the notion [of living thing] is seen to consist in 
this, that something moves itself. According to both kinds of operation some 
procession is found in creatures: for according to the first kind we say that the 
generated proceeds from the generator, and the thing made from the maker.10 

 
Aquinas affirms both that only living things carry on immanent 
activities and that not all activities carried on by living things 
are immanent (e.g., a mother bird heats its eggs by sitting on 
them). He explicitly says that generation is an operation 
transient in kind, and this applies to the case of both the 
nonliving and the living generator: fire proceeds from fire, and 
chicks from chickens.11 

 
 10 De Pot., q. 10, a. 1 (Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia in Quaestiones 

Disputatae, vol. 2, ed. P. Bazzi et al. [Turin: Marietti, 1965]).  

 11 One can look at generation both from the point of view of the parents that 

internally produce reproductive cells which result in offspring exterior to themselves, 

and from the point of view of conception which is a substantial change resulting in a 

new individual. In both cases, the operation is intrinsic and transient, and this is the case 

even on a correct understanding of reproduction. Aquinas maintains: “Those things 

constituted by nature stand in a manner similar to those that come to be through art. 

For sperm operates to generate, as happens in things that come to be through art. For 

just as the artificer is not the house in act, nor has the form which is the act of the house 

in act, but in potency, so too the sperm is not an animal in act, nor has a soul which is 
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II. WHY NUTRITION IS NOT AN IMMANENT ACTIVITY 
 
 To answer the question of whether nutrition is an immanent 
or transient activity, it suffices to look at a very simplified 
account of protein production, keeping in mind that the crucial 
parts of the strict definition of immanent operation are that 
something is not produced outside the activity itself and that the 
activity itself is perfective of the agent.12 
 When an animal ingests food containing proteins, various 
enzymes in its digestive tract break these proteins down into 
amino acids. Eventually these amino acids will be constructed 
into new proteins by cellular components called ribosomes.13 
Signals are added so that the new proteins are transported to 
their correct destination in the body, be it inside or outside the 
cell in which the ribosomes that produced them are found. It is 
plain that the activity of breaking down the ingested protein 
produces products, and this activity is not perfective of the 

                                                 
the form of an animal in act, but in power only. For there is a formative power in the 

seed, which in this manner stands to the matter of the conceptus as the form of the 

house in the mind of the artificer to the stone and wood; except that the form of art is 

entirely extrinsic to the stones and wood, whereas the virtue of the sperm is intrinsic” 

(VII Metaphys., lect. 8; see also II De Anima, lect. 5). Aquinas views sperm as acting 

within the material provided by the mother, causing a substantial change in it. Even if 

one factors in modern biology, it remains the case that a sperm penetrates an egg, and 

whatever causes the subsequent substantial change cannot itself be the patient that is 

acted upon; its action is intrinsic and transient. 

 12 Immanent activity is defined in the Commentary on the Metaphysics and in De 

Pot., q. 10, a. 1 (both quoted above), as well as in ScG I, c. 100 (ed. C. Pera, O.P. et al. 

[Turin: Marietti, 1961]): “The perfection, however, of operation depends on four 

things. First, from its genus, as being of such a kind that remains in the one operating; I 

say, however, that an operation remains in the thing itself, through which nothing other 

comes to be outside of the operation itself, as to see and to hear. For such are 

perfections of the things whose operations they are, and are able to be ultimate, because 

they are not ordered to something made, which is the end; operation, indeed action, 

from which follows some act outside itself is the perfection of the thing produced and 

not of the one producing, and compares to the one producing it as end.” 

 13 Plants also have ribosomes which produce proteins from amino acids. Note that 

plants and animals synthesize other parts of themselves as well, e.g., lipids. To 

synthesize is of course to produce something. 
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enzymes responsible for it.14 It is equally plain that the activities 
of the ribosomes produce products, and that these activities do 
not perfect the ribosomes themselves. Nutrition only takes place 
when new body parts, including proteins, have been properly 
synthesized (or perhaps it can be said to be entirely completed 
only when the newly synthesized parts are transported to their 
proper place in the body). Indeed, the activity of nutrition is 
deemed defective, and the organism sick, when the ribosomes 
do not produce the appropriate products (or when the products 
fail to be incorporated in their appropriate places).15  
 Accordingly, in the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas states that 
“it is not the case that the objects of active powers always have 
the notion of an effect, but [only] when they are already 
transformed, for transformed food is the effect of the nutritive 
power, but food that is not yet transformed stands to the 
nutritive power as the matter in regard to which it acts.”16 
Plainly the activity of the nutritive power of the soul is not 
perfective of the power itself or of the parts through which it 

 
 14 See William K. Purves, Gordon H.Orians, H. Craig Heller, Life: The Science of 

Biology (Sunderland, Mass.: Sinauer Associates, Inc., 1998), 1048: “Protein, 

carbohydrate, and fat macromolecules are broken down into their simplest monomeric 

units by digestive enzymes. All of these enzymes cleave the chemical bonds of 

macromolecules through a reaction that adds a water molecule at the site of cleavage.” 

Aquinas specifically names cutting as a transient activity: “Making, however, is an 

operation passing into [transiens] an exterior matter to form something from it, as to 

build, to burn, and to cut” (VI Nic. Ethic., lect. 3). 

 15 Fundamental to nutrition is the production of replacement parts without which 

the organism cannot maintain its life. Another aspect of nutrition, however, consists in 

harvesting the energy needed to carry on various life activities, including those involved 

in the replacement of corrupted parts. The topic of how living things acquire energy and 

make use of it is complex; what is certain is that these various processes result in 

products (e.g., ATP) which when broken down make other activities possible (including 

both immanent activities, such as sight, and transient ones, such as the heart circulating 

blood). Note also that nutrition differs from growth in that in the former the new parts 

replace parts that have corrupted, whereas in the latter the new parts are additions, not 

replacements. 

 16 STh I-II, q. 18 a. 2, ad 3.  
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operates,17 but this activity is perfective of the transformed 
food, that is, the new “flesh.”18 Thus, the definition of “tran-
sient” applies perfectly to the activity of nutrition: “When a 
thing produced [operatum] is produced by the action of a 
power, that action perfects the thing produced, and not the one 
producing [it].”19 The fact that the newly produced flesh is 
perfective of the whole organism does not change the nature of 
the operation by which it was produced. Nor is the nature of 
the operation changed by the fact that the newly produced flesh 
is beneficial to the part that produced it, insofar as it contributes 
to the maintenance of the organism’s life, without which the 
producing part would no longer exist. 
 Jack Carlson rejected this conclusion. He maintained that 
“nutrition—or homeostasis—in themselves are immanent acts, 
although they also involve certain processes in which one thing 
acts on, or produces, another. The latter—e.g., a ribosome 
producing a protein—indeed are ‘transient’ or ‘transitive.’”20 
 One obvious question is, what are the grounds for saying 
that the activity of nutrition, taken as a whole, is immanent 
when it appears that all its subacts are transitive? In any case, if 
the overall activity involving various subacts does not produce 
“flesh” that was not there before, it is deemed deficient—
something that would not be the case if the activity was 
immanent. One might counter that the new flesh perfects the 
living thing that carries on the activity of nutrition. However, it 
is not the activity itself that perfects the living thing; rather, it is 
the product of this activity that does so.21 

 
 17 The soul by its essence is equally present in every living part of the body; however, 

by its power, it is only present in those body parts to which part of its power is 

proportioned. See STh I, q. 76, a. 8; and Q. D. De Anima, a. 10. 

 18 What I say about “flesh” holds true of the constituents of plants as well. I will 

speak in terms of “flesh” to simplify the presentation. 

 19 IX Metaphys., lect. 8. 

 20 Personal communication to author. 

 21 If a ribosome was perfected by the very activity of producing protein, the more it 

engaged in protein production the better. In fact, unregulated production of protein 

would make the organism sick. The case is different with an immanent activity such as 

sight: there is no such thing as too much seeing (except per accidens, as occurs in the 
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 One arrives at the same conclusion when one considers the 
relation between agent and patient, as was mentioned earlier. 
An agent makes something like itself. It does not make itself, for 
to do so it would have to be in act and in potency at the same 
time and in the same respect. Thus, when Aquinas says that 
“what is fed and acts in nutrition is the term into which the 
food is changed,”22 this has to be understood as one part (or 
parts) of a living thing producing other part(s) of the same 
living thing. The activity of the active part is not inherently 
perfective of it; rather, its perfection lies in the actualization of 
another part.23 It is true that the new part exists under the same 
substantial form as the parts that produced it and thus is united 
to them, but they remain materially different parts. As Aquinas 
explains: 
 
And because the generator is like the generated, it is necessary that both the 
sensitive soul and other forms of this sort are naturally produced in being 
from some bodily agents transforming matter from potency to act, through 
some bodily power that is in them. . . . Nonliving bodies, which are in a lower 
order of nature, generate what is like to themselves not through some 
medium, but through themselves; as fire through itself generates fire. But 
living bodies, as more powerful, act to generate something like themselves 
both without a medium, and through a medium. Without a medium, in the 
work of nutrition, in which flesh generates flesh; with a medium in the act of 
generation because from the soul of the generated a certain active power is 
diverted to the seed itself of the animal or plant, just as from the principal 
agent a certain motive power is diverted to an instrument. And therefore it 
ought to be said that just as only living things are found to move themselves 
according to place, while other things are moved by an extrinsic principle . . . 
so too in the case of other motions, only living things are found to move 
themselves. And this is because they are found to have diverse parts, one of 
which can be mover and another moved.24 

 

                                                 
case of fatigue and in the vice of curiosity, which has to do with looking [see STh II-II, 

q. 167, a. 1]). 

 22 II De Anima, lect. 9. 

 23 Aquinas plainly says, “food is needed . . . in order to restore what is lost through 

the action of natural heat. Such restoration would not be, unless what is generated from 

food would take the place of what is lost” (STh I, q. 119, a. 1). These new parts do not 

make themselves.  

 24 VII Metaphys., lect. 8. 
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 “Flesh generates flesh”: the activity of the former does not 
perfect itself, but rather perfects another part. One may be 
misled by the fact that transient activities result in something 
perfected that is exterior to the agent, whereas the end result of 
nutrition internally perfects the substance of the animal that 
nourishes itself. Certainly, nutrition does bear some resem-
blance to truly immanent activities in being carried on internally 
and being self-perfective. However, they are self-perfective in 
different ways. While nutrition is attributable to the living thing 
as a whole, it is carried on by specific parts that perfect other 
parts—parts exterior to themselves, albeit not to whole organ-
ism. Again, it is the new parts, and not the operations whereby 
they were produced, that perfect the living thing’s substance by 
taking the place of parts that had been corrupted. Seeing, and 
sensing in general, however, are activities attributable to the 
living thing as a whole that are carried on by the individual 
senses, whose operations are not defined in terms of a product. 
For example, to see is to know color. Vision does involve 
transient activities, for example, transducin molecules are split 
resulting in two subunits, one of which activates a phosphor-
diesterase molecule which in turn converts cGMP into 
5’-GMP.25 However, it is not in virtue of producing such 
products that we say that a being sees, but in virtue of carrying 
on the activity of being aware of color. By contrast, we say that 
a being nourishes itself only when it produces new parts for 
itself. 
 Healing is another example of a life activity that is internal 
and self-perfective, but transitive, as one part moves another: 
 
In the motion of alteration which is healing, the principle of motion is within. 
For when the heart is not suffering from infirmity, the natural power which is 
in the healthy heart alters the whole body to health.26 

 

 
 25 See Purves, Orians, and Heller, Life, 942. Some of the products resulting from the 

transient activities involved in vision play a causal role in vision, and some are by-

products; e.g., when transducin is split, one of the two parts is actively involved in the 

sequence of changes required for vision, whereas the other part plays no causal role. 

 26 VII Metaphys., lect. 8. 
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The heart does not heal itself, but it heals the rest of the body. 
While Aquinas’s understanding of healing is oversimplified, the 
principle he employs is correct: things are moved insofar as they 
are in potency and move insofar as they are in act, and thus one 
part of the body does not alter itself, but alters another part. 
The circulation of the blood by the heart is yet another example 
of an activity carried on within an organism and perfective of it, 
while being transient: the operation of the heart actualizes the 
potential of blood cells to travel through different places within 
the circulatory system. 
 Those who maintain that nutrition is an immanent activity 
appear to be misled by two likenesses. They see that nutrition is 
a process that is entirely interior to the whole organism, but 
they fail to note that the end of this activity is a product 
exterior to the parts that carry it on. They see that nutrition is 
perfective of the organism’s substance, but they fail to note that 
it is the product of nutrition and not the activity itself that is 
perfective of the organism. Whence Feser says: “an animal’s 
digestion of a meal would be an example of immanent causa-
tion, since the process begins and remains within the animal and 
serves to fulfill or perfect it by allowing it to stay alive and 
grow.”27 Oderberg concludes that nutrition is immanent on the 

 
 27 Feser, Aquinas, 135. Feser seems to be misled by yet another likeness: “It will not 

do to try to describe the situation [of the digestion of a gerbil by a snake] entirely in 

terms of bits of matter pushing or pulling one another in more or less complex patterns, 

after the fashion of transeunt causation. The digestive causal processes taking place 

within the snake are immanent and simply not reducible to the sort of causal 

relationship holding between the snake and the soil it displaces as it slithers along the 

ground” (ibid., 136). It is not entirely clear whether Feser means to say that nutrition 

cannot be transient because it involves a substantial change or because it involves a 

substantial change which takes place within the organism. If he means the former, he 

would have to deny that nonliving natural things can cause other nonliving natural 

things to undergo substantial change, because in such cases one thing acts on another to 

produce a product and its activity is therefore transient. For example, assuming that 

water is a substance (which perhaps it is not), the spark (or whatever the agent is) that 

actualizes the potential of hydrogen and oxygen to exist as water does not simply push 

or pull them in more or less complex patterns, but its activity changes them into a new 

substance. If Feser means the latter, he offers no justification for why the internal 

character of the nutritive activity resulting in a substantial change means that it is not a 
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same grounds, that is, it is “a kind of causation that begins with 
the agent and terminates in the agent for the sake of the 
agent.”28 Aquinas, again, maintains that immanent activity has 
no product, but is of itself perfective of the agent. 
 

III. THE ERROR OF EXTENDING THE WORD “IMMANENT” 
 

 The word “immanere” means “to remain within.” So it is 
understandable that one would want to use the word 
“immanent” to name an activity the end of which, be it the 
activity itself or some product of the activity, remains in the 
thing carrying it on and perfects it.29 The word then would have 
a broader sense than the one it has when Aquinas uses it. Per-
haps Oderberg and Feser are aware that they are extending the 
word.30 However, to extend the word in this way is un-
warranted, first because it is quite possible to speak about 
nutrition in a precise manner without using this term (as 
Aquinas in fact does), and second because doing so engenders 
unnecessary confusion—for example, nutrition would be an 
activity that is transient in the original sense of the word and 

                                                 
transient activity. In nutrition, a part (or parts) of the ensouled body, in virtue of being 

ensouled, acts on another thing, namely food, to actualize its potential to exist as a new 

part of the same body; the activity of the part (or parts) causing the substantial change 

clearly has a product and hence is transient. While it is important to distinguish 

nutrition from maintaining a fire insofar as the former involves a substantial change into 

one and the same being (see II De Anima, lect. 9), whereas the later involves a collection 

of burning items, this distinction is other than that between immanent and transient 

activity. 

 28 Oderberg, Real Essentialism, 180. 

 29 Oderberg maintains that “in transient causation, the activity terminates in 

something distinct from the agent. . . . As long as the self-perfective condition is met, A’s 

doing F to a part of itself is immanent, since by doing something to a part of itself (say 

repairing a damaged limb or destroying a piece of wrongly copied DNA), A does 

something to itself” (“Synthetic Life and the Bruteness of Immanent Causation,” in 

E. Feser, ed., Aristotle on Method and Metaphysics [Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2013], 213).  

 30 At least in the following passage, it seems that Oderberg is unaware that he is 

extending the meaning of the word: “The essence of life: immanent causation. . . . That 

essence, I claim is what Aristotelians and Thomists sometimes call immanent causation” 

(ibid.).  
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immanent in the broad sense. One would lose a word that 
hitherto allowed one unambiguously to name a distinction be-
tween activities such as seeing and understanding and activities 
such as nourishing oneself and growing. If one wishes to speak 
of activities that are self-perfective either as activity or by way 
of a product they produce, the expression “self-perfective” is 
quite adequate for doing so.31 Oderberg himself says that the 
question to ask in order to determine whether a thing is alive is 
“simply whether the entity in question does anything to itself 
for its self-perfection.”32 
 The superfluity of such a usage is apparent when one 
considers passages in which Aquinas contrasts the activities of 
plants and nonliving natural things, for he often does so without 
making any reference to “operatio manens in ipso operante.” 
For example, in the Disputed Question on the Soul he says: 
 
For the action of the soul transcends the action of nature working in 
inanimate things; but this happens in two ways, namely, as to the mode of 
acting and as to what is done. However, as to the mode of acting it is 
necessary that every action of the soul transcend the operation or action of 
inanimate nature; for since the action of the soul is the action of life, 
moreover the living is what moves itself to operating, it is necessary that every 
operation of the soul be active according to something intrinsic. But as to 
what is done, not every action transcends the action of inanimate nature. For 
it is necessary that natural being comes to be, and those things which are 
required for it [natural being], in inanimate bodies as in animate bodies. But in 
inanimate bodies this comes about from an extrinsic agent, in animate bodies 
from an intrinsic agent; and the powers of the vegetable soul are ordered to 
actions of this sort. For the generative power is ordered to this, that an 
individual is produced in being; the augmentative power to this, that it 
achieves a due size; the nutritive power to this, that it is preserved in being. 
Inanimate bodies obtain these things, however, only from a natural agent that 

 
 31 Oderberg maintains that a broad sense of immanent is needed to distinguish living 

from nonliving (see ibid., 226). Yet in that article he gives no reason why the notion of 

self-motion used by Aristotle and Aquinas is inadequate, although he is aware that 

Aquinas defines life in this manner (see ibid. n. 31). Here we simply note, first, that the 

shift from understanding life in terms of self-motion to understanding it in terms of 

immanence in the broad sense may have important consequences, and second that 

Oderberg could articulate his positions using the word “self-perfective” rather than 

“immanent.” 

 32 Ibid., 226. 



550 MARIE I. GEORGE 

 

is extrinsic; and for this reason the said powers of soul are called natural. 
There are higher actions of the souls that transcend the actions of natural 
forms even as to what is done, namely, insofar as all things are apt to exist in 
the soul according to immaterial being. For the soul is in a certain manner all 
things, according as it is sensing and understanding.33 

 

What is under discussion is how the actions of the soul tran-
scend the actions of nature in inanimate things. The differences 
spoken of concern modes of action and the results achieved. 
The differing modes of action are distinguished by being ini-
tiated from within as opposed to being initiated from without. 
The differing results are distinguished according to a manner of 
existence, one which separates beings that can only be 
themselves from beings that can be other things according to a 
cognitive likeness. Although mention is made here of activities 
that Aquinas elsewhere identifies as immanent, absent is any 
reference to that distinction. Thus, though the words “intrin-
secum” and “extrinsecum,” found in this passage, are sometimes 
used as part of the definitions of immanent34 and transient 
activity respectively, Aquinas does not bring in the latter 
distinction here, as it is not relevant to his purpose. The fact 
that he does not introduce the word “immanent” does not 
prevent him from articulating the truth that nutrition is an 

 
 33 Q. D. De Anima, a. 13 (Quaestiones Disputatae, vol. 2, ed. P. Bazzi et al. [Turin: 

Marietti, 1965]; emphasis added). See also II De Anima, lect. 5: “Therefore, operations 

that belong to living things according to material being are operations that are attributed 

to the vegetable soul. It is true that these operations are ordered to the same end as are 

actions in inanimate things, namely, to obtaining and preserving being; nevertheless, in 

living things this happens in a higher and nobler mode. For inanimate bodies are 

generated and preserved in being from an extrinsic motive principle, whereas animate 

ones are generated from an intrinsic principle which is in the seed and are preserved by 

an intrinsic nutritive principle. For this is seen to be proper to living things: that that 

they operate as moved by themselves.” Note that Feser disagrees with Aquinas on this 

point, as he claims that nonliving natural things and living ones, including plants, aim at 

different goals: “In this way it [the living thing] aims at a unique kind of end or goal, 

though it is only its having this specific kind of end or goal, and not the having of an 

end or goal as such, that makes it a living thing” (Feser, Aquinas, 135).  

 34 See De Pot., q. 10, a. 1: “Other indeed is an operation not passing into something 

extrinsic [extrinsecum], but remaining in the one operating itself, as to understand, to 

sense, to will, and things of this sort.” 
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activity by which a living thing’s existence is maintained, that is 
carried out by an intrinsic agent—an articulation that seems 
little different from Feser’s assertion concerning nutrition: “the 
process begins and remains within the animal and serves to 
fulfill or perfect it by allowing it to stay alive.”35 To label the 
latter sort of activity as “immanent” in an extended sense (as 
Feser and Oderberg do) is not called for and clouds the word’s 
original, very precise meaning. In addition, labeling both 
nutrition and sensing “immanent” makes it harder to see the 
distinction Aquinas makes here between the mode of action and 
the end achieved.36 Oderberg in fact neglects this distinction in 
his discussion of whether a living thing can arise from a 
nonliving thing, affirming that when it comes to distinguishing 
life and nonlife it is “what the organism does that matters, not 
how it does it.”37 Consequently, Oderberg sees a bigger gap 
between the living and the nonliving than Aquinas does, as the 
latter terms the powers of the nutritive soul “natural.”38 Aquinas 
understands plants to be more perfect beings than are nonliving 
ones, not because their activities are immanent, but because the 
transient activities that belong properly to them involve self-
motion. Unlike nonliving beings, which are preserved in being 
by causes outside of themselves, living beings preserve them-
selves in being by a transient activity that proceeds from 
themselves. 
 It is possible for misunderstandings to arise when immanent 
activity is conflated with other distinctions that Aquinas makes 
in which words such as “intrinsecum” and “interior” appear. 
For example, a misuse of “immanent” may be prompted by the 
usage of such words in the following passage, which concerns 
generation in the Trinity: 
 

 
 35 Feser, Aquinas, 135. 

 36 Feser also neglects this distinction; see note 32 above. 

 37 Oderberg, “Synthetic Life,” 225. 

 38 Here is not the place to evaluate the interesting argument Oderberg gives for his 

position that a living thing cannot arise from nonliving things (see ibid., 223). My 

interest is in whether his use of the word “immanent” is necessary or helpful. 
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Diverse modes of emanation are found in things according to the diversity of 
nature: for to the extent that some nature is higher, to that extent what 
emanates from it is more intimate [intimum] to it. Among all things, inanimate 
bodies hold the lowest place; in their case, emanations cannot be other than 
through the action of one of them on another. For fire is generated from fire 
thus: when a body extraneous to a fire is altered by the fire and is led to the 
quality and species of fire. Among living bodies plants hold the next place; the 
emanation in their case already proceeds from the interior [ex interior] insofar 
as namely the inner humor [intraneus] of a plant is converted into seed, and 
that seed, sent to the soil, grows into a plant. Therefore, here the first grade of 
life is already found: for living things are those which move themselves to 
acting; those which are not able to move anything except exterior things are 
totally lacking in life. In plants this is the indication of life: that which is in 
them moves to some form. Nevertheless the life of plants is imperfect; for 
granted the emanation in them proceeds from the interior [ab interior], 
nevertheless what emanates little by little goes out from what is interior, and is 
finally found to be entirely exterior. For first the humor of the tree going out 
from the tree becomes a flower; and at length a fruit which is separate from 
the outer covering of the tree but connected to it; when the fruit is perfect it 
separates entirely from the tree, and falling in the earth, produces another 
plant by the virtue of the seed. And if someone would look more diligently, 
the first principle of this emanation is taken from the outside: for the intrinsic 
[intrinsecus] humor of the tree is taken from the ground through roots, from 
which the plant receives nutriment. Beyond the life of the plant a higher grade 
of life is found which is according to the sensitive soul whose proper 
emanation terminates in the inside [in interior], although it begins from the 
outside; and to the extent that the emanation proceeds further, to that extent 
it becomes more interior [magis ad intima]. For the exterior sensible impresses 
its form on the exterior senses, from which it proceeds into the imagination; 
and further into the treasury of memory. . . . And therefore this grade of life is 
so much higher than the life of plants to the extent that the operation of this 
life is more contained in what is inmost [in intimis].39 

 

The passage continues by noting that the act of the human 
intellect reflecting on itself is yet more interior; it is not as in-
terior, however, as the activity of the angelic intellect insofar as 
it is dependent on something outside itself, namely, imagina-
tion. The comparison of the different activities emanating from 
a thing is based on how interior or self-contained they are. The 
fact that sensing and understanding are immanent activities is 
nowhere mentioned in this passage. It is not to Aquinas’s 

 
 39 ScG IV, c. 11.  
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purpose here to note that some emanations are transient (e.g., 
generation) and others are immanent (e.g., sensing), much less 
to introduce a loose sense of immanent. Those who think 
otherwise may have been misled by the use of words such as 
“intrinseca” and “intima.”40  
 The most self-contained activities are immanent activities. 
Calling vegetative activities immanent activities blurs the graded 
steps in creatures towards the perfect interiority found in God. 
While nutritive and immanent activities share many similarities, 
as Oderberg and Feser note, the two are separated by a proper 
accident, and this Oderberg and Feser fail to see. The activity of 
nutrition is carried on internally by a living thing, but is only 
completed in a product that remains inside the living thing as a 
part perfecting it, whereas the activities of sensation and 
intellection are carried on internally by higher living things and 
of themselves are perfective of them. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 Aquinas himself never unequivocally uses “operatio manens 
in ipso operante” in an extended sense. Nor would there be any 
point in doing so—for example, it is unneeded for comparisons 
of life activities, such as those Aquinas makes in two passages 
quoted above.41 Passages where he might appear at first sight to 
use “immanent” in a broad sense are seen, upon closer reading, 
to have a different meaning. In De Potentia he first seems to say 

 
 40 Fulton Sheen, when discussing how we are to understand generation in the 

Trinity, seems to be paraphrasing ScG IV, c. 11 in Three to Get Married (New York: 

Dell, 1951), 86: “No example is quite adequate to describe this inner life of God! The 

wisest of pagans, Aristotle . . . distinguished between two kinds of activity: transitive, in 

which the activity moved from the inside out, like heat from a radiator; and immanent 

activity, which is like thinking and willing in man. All life has some immanent activity, 

but it is imperfect, since it is bound up with transitive activity. For example, the tree has 

immanent life, but the fruit it generates falls from the tree. . . . The most perfect 

immanent activity on earth is that of man, who can generate a thought which does not 

fall from his mind like an apple from a tree. It remains inside his mind to perfect and to 

enrich it!” All vegetative activities, however, are transient, contrary to what Sheen 

asserts. Note that it is true that the most self-contained activities are immanent. 

 41 Q. D. De Anima, a. 13; ScG IV, c. 11.  
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that all life activities are immanent, but then goes on to say that 
generation is transient. And in the Commentary on the 
Metaphysics he speaks generically of the “works of life”42 as 
being immanent, but again it is clear that for him generation is 
an exception. And although Aquinas never explicitly says that 
the activity of nutrition is transient, as I have shown above, the 
account that he gives of it as having a product fits his definition 
of “transient.” The immanent-transient distinction is a very 
specific distinction, and one that Aquinas finds applicable to a 
fairly limited number of questions. 

 Scholars who maintain that Aquinas uses “manens in ipso 
operante” in a broad sense to name any life activity that is 
carried on internally by an agent intrinsic to the organism most 
likely do so for one or more of the following reasons. One 
reason is the ambiguity of the passages in De Potentia and the 
Commentary on the Metaphysics just mentioned. Another stems 
from the examples that Aquinas provides of the opposite sort of 
activity, transient activity; for he always names activities that 
result in something that is clearly external to the being per-
forming the activity: heating or burning wood,43 building, 
sawing,44 mounting a horse in order to ride it, taking up a 
stringed instrument in order to play it,45 building a bed or a 
house,46 and weaving cloth.47 This makes it easy to think that an 
activity that does not affect something outside of the living 
thing taken as a whole, as is the case of nutrition, is immanent. 
Aquinas seems to pick such examples for two reasons. The first 
is for purposes of clarity, as these are unquestionably transitive 
activities (which, as we have seen, is not true of nutrition). The 

 
 42 See text at note 8. 

 43 See De Pot., q. 10, a. 1. 

 44 See I Metaphys., lect. 1: “Art directs in making, which passes into an exterior 

matter, as to build and to cut.”  

 45 See I Nic. Ethic., lect. 1. 

 46 Ibid. 

 47 See IX Metaphys., lect. 8. The examples Aquinas gives of “operatio manens in ipso 

operante” include: making a prudential judgment (see STh I-II, q. 57, a. 5, ad 1), 

understanding, sensing, and willing (see De Pot., q. 10, a. 1: “Alia vero est 

operatio . . . manens in ipso operante, sicut intelligere, sentire, velle, et huiusmodi”). 
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second is to suit the context: Aquinas often brings the 
immanent-transient distinction to bear on ethical questions, 
such as what constitutes happiness48 and what differentiates 
prudence from art;49 and since the making in the case of the 
vegetative powers is not voluntary as the making of a bed or 
house clearly are, the latter examples are the ones that serve his 
purpose. A third reason why scholars are led to think that 
Aquinas uses “immanent” in the broad sense is because when he 
discusses life activities, comparing them in different ways and 
comparing them to the activities of nonliving things, he 
frequently uses the terms “interior,” “intrinsecum,” and so on, 
words that are also used in defining immanent activities. The 
real similarities between nutrition and immanent activities 
facilitate this type of misunderstanding. 
 As for the intentional extension of the word,50 this, as I have 
shown, only serves to cloud the word’s original meaning, a 
meaning useful for understanding, among other things, a 
difference between life activities such as nutrition and sensation. 
Such usage also tends to obscure the distinction between life 
activities which only differ from those of nonliving natural 
things as to mode of action as opposed to what is done, thus 
making the lowest life form and nonliving things appear more 
different than they are. Aquinas and Aristotle were able to speak 
in an unambiguous manner of the same differences that Feser 
and Oderberg speak of, while leaving intact the distinction 
between immanent and transient activities articulated by 
Aristotle in his Metaphysics.51 

 
 48 See ScG I, c. 100 (Quod Deus est beatus) and I Nic. Ethic., lect. 1. 

 49 Passages where Aquinas introduces the immanent-transient distinction while 

discussing prudence include: I Metaphys., lect. 1; STh I-II, q. 57, a. 4; q. 57, a. 5, ad 1; 

and VI Nic. Ethic., lect. 3. 

 50 Feser and Oderberg appear to think that they are using the word “immanent” in 

the same sense when speaking of nutrition and sensation; others, however, might regard 

the use of the word “immanent” in regard to nutrition to be an extended sense of the 

word. 

 51 I wish to thank Duane Berquist for his helpful comments. 



 
 557 

The Thomist 78 (2014): 557-80 

 
 
 
 
ESSE SECUNDARIUM: AN ANALOGICAL TERM MEANING 

THAT BY WHICH CHRIST IS HUMAN 
 

JOHN FROULA 
 

Saint Paul Seminary School of Divinity 
St. Paul, Minnesota 

 
F THE MANY interpretations of St. Thomas Aquinas’s 
Questio disputata De unione Verbi incarnati, article 4, 
Victor Salas Jr.’s 2006 article in The Thomist, “Thomas 

Aquinas on Christ’s esse: A Metaphysics of the Incarnation,” 
stands out for its comprehensiveness, its lucidity, and its appro-
priation of the principles of St. Thomas.1 In some Thomistic 
circles it is a touchstone of reference, for good reason.2 Salas 
explains the difficulty of the text: its introduction of an esse 
secundarium that is human and other than the divine esse seems 
to contradict St. Thomas’s frequent insistence throughout his 
career that in Christ there is only one esse, the divine.3 In the 
Summa theologiae (III, q. 17, a. 2), for instance, we read the 
following: 
 
Therefore, since the human nature is conjoined to the Son of God 
hypostatically or personally, as said above, and not accidentally, it follows that 
according to the human nature there does not come to him new personal esse, 

 

 1 The Thomist 70 (2006): 577-603.  

 2 See, for example, the following: Corey L. Barnes, “Albert the Great and Thomas 

Aquinas on Person, Hypostasis, and Hypostatic Union,” The Thomist 72 (2008): 

107-46; James B. Reichmann, S.J., “Aquinas, Scotus, and the Christological Mystery: 

Why Christ is not a Human Person,” The Thomist 71 (2007): 451-74; David A. 

Tamisiea, “St. Thomas Aquinas on the One esse of Christ,” Angelicum 88 (2011): 

383-402; Shawn Colberg, “Accrued Eyes and Sixth Digits: Thomas Aquinas and 

Cardinal Cajetan on Christ’s Single esse and the Union of Natures,” Nova et Vetera, 
English Edition, 8 (2010): 55-87. 

 3 See III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 2; Quodl. IX, q. 2, a. 2; and Comp. Theol. I, c. 212. 

O
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but only a new relation of the preexisting personal esse to the human nature,  
just as the person already is said to subsist, not only according to the divine 
nature, but also the human.4 

 
In response to an objection, St. Thomas says that the eternal 
esse of the Son of God, which is the divine nature, becomes the 
esse of man inasmuch as the human nature is assumed by the 
Son of God in the unity of the person.5 

 This article from the Summa theologiae stands in contrast to 
the following passage from De unione: 
 
Therefore just as Christ is one simply because of the unity of the supposit, and 
two in a certain respect, because of the two natures, thus he has one esse 
simply because of the one eternal esse of the eternal supposit. But there is also 
another esse of this supposit, not inasmuch as it is eternal, but inasmuch as it is 
made man in time. That is, even if it is not accidental esse—since man is not 
predicated accidentally of the Son of God, as was said above—it is 
nevertheless not the principal esse, but secondary. But if in Christ there were 
two supposits, then each supposit would have its own principal esse. And thus 
in Christ there would be twofold esse simply speaking.6 

 

 

 4 “Sic igitur, cum humana natura coniungatur Filio Dei hypostatice vel personaliter, 

ut supra dictum est, et non accidentaliter, consequens est quod secundum humanam 

naturam non adveniat sibi novum esse personale, sed solum nova habitudo esse 

personalis praeexistentis ad naturam humanam: ut scilicet persona illa iam dicatur 

subsistere, non solum secundum naturam divinam, sed etiam humanam” (STh III, q. 17, 

a. 2). Translations are mine. 

 5 “Ad secundum dicendum quod illud esse aeternum Filii Dei quod est divina natura, 

fit esse hominis, inquantum humana natura assumitur a Filio Dei in unitate personae” 

(ibid., ad 2). 

 6 “Et ideo, sicut Christus est unum simpliciter propter unitatem suppositi et duo 

secundum quid propter duas naturas, ita habet unum esse simpliciter propter unum esse 

aeternum aeterni suppositi; est autem et aliud esse huius suppositi, non in quantum est 

aeternum, sed in quantum est temporaliter homo factum. Quod est, si non sit esse 

accidentale—quia homo non praedicatur accidentaliter de Filio Dei, ut supra habitum 

est—non tamen est esse principale sui suppositi, sed secundarium. Si autem in Christo 

essent duo supposita, tunc utrumque suppositum haberet proprium esse sibi principale. 

Et sic in Christo esset simpliciter duplex esse” (De unione, a. 4). 
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The esse of the human nature is not the esse of the divine [nature]. But neither 
should it be said simply that Christ is two according to esse; since each esse is 
not related equally to the eternal supposit.7 

 
 Salas’s interpretive resolution of De unione with the other 
texts of St. Thomas is to say that the esse secundarium of Christ 
is the divine esse when considered from the point of view of 
subsisting in a human nature. Another way of putting this would 
be that the difference between the divine esse of Christ and his 
esse secundarium is a difference in ratio but not in re. That is to 
say, what is referred to is the same (the divine esse) but it is 
considered under different aspects (whether the divine esse 
underlies human nature, or not). Christ would be, according to 
Salas, both the subject of the divine esse simply speaking and the 
subject of the divine esse inasmuch as it subsists in a human 
nature, hence the esse secundarium. 
 This is a good explanation of the matter, based on the jus-
tifiable assumption of coherence in St. Thomas’s thought, but is 
it what St. Thomas means?8 Salas’s interpretive resolution is 
open to critical evaluation in the spirit of what he himself says:  

 

 7 “. . . esse humanae naturae non est esse divinae. Nec tamen simpliciter dicendum 

est, quod Christus sit duo secundum esse: quia non ex aequo respicit utrumque esse 

suppositum aeternum” (De unione, a. 4, ad 1). 

 A Latin-Italian text of De unione Verbi incarnati is published by the Dominicans in 

Bologna as part of the Latin-Italian opera omnia of Aquinas; see Tommaso d’Aquino, Le 
questione disputate, vol. 5, ed. P. Lippini and R. Coggi (Bologna: Edizioni Studio 

Domenicano, 2002) 606–74. Another resource which attempts to integrate De unione, 
a. 4 with STh III, q. 17, a. 2 is the Latin-French volume Question disputée: L'union du 
verbe incarné (De Unione Verbi Incarnati), ed. and trans. Marie-Héléne Deloffre (Paris: 

Vrin, 2000). There is a German-Latin edition as well that argues against an integration 

of the texts: Thomas von Aquin, Quaestio disputata “De unione Verbi incarnati” (“Über 
die Union des fleischgewordenen Wortes”), ed. Klaus Obenauer (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: 

Fromann-Holzboog, 2011). This volume includes a critical Latin text prepared by 

Walter Senner, O.P., Barbara Bartocci, and Klaus Obenauer. A partial English 

translation of De unione by J. L. A. West has been available for some time at The 
Aquinas Translation Project (http://www4.desales.edu/~philtheo/loughlin/ATP/; 

accessed Jan 12, 2015).  

 8 Coherence between the Tertia pars and De unione is especially justified insofar as 

the best scholarship considers them to be contemporaneous. See James A. Weisheipl, 

O.P., Friar Thomas D’Aquino, His Life, Thought, and Works, (Garden City: Doubleday, 

1974), 365. See also Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., St. Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person 
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But, mindful that one cannot expect more certainty than his subject allows—
especially when it involves offering a textual interpretation of an exceedingly 
vague text—in the present case I can only propose a plausible interpretation, 
one developed, moreover, in conjunction with texts other than De Unione 
itself.9  

 
It is likewise on plausible grounds that the following critique is 
offered.10 Salas’s understanding of the esse secundarium of Jesus 
as the divine esse when considered from the point of view of 
subsisting in a human nature, while a possible and theologically 
sound interpretation, imposes the doctrine of the Summa 
theologiae on De unione in an untoward way. There is a reading 
of De unione that respects the text in its integrity and 
intelligibility by interpreting it as saying something different 
from, but not contradictory to, the Summa text. That is, the 
esse secondarium is esse in a unique analogical sense by which 
Christ is human—quo est secundum quid—and really other than 
the divine esse. Esse secundarium is unique in that it is the only 
instance of an act of human nature being a cause of a man not 
simply speaking, but secundum quid.11 In order to arrive at this 

                                                           

and His Work, trans. Robert Royal (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 1996), 206. 

 9 Salas, “Thomas Aquinas on Christ’s esse,” 578. 

 10 The dispute over interpretation of De unione’s reference to an esse secundarium 
can, however, be informed by extratextual considerations. Such a consideration, which 

is not prejudicial to Salas’s reading, is that of Barnes: “Though he rejects Albert’s 

language of two hypostases, Thomas repeats Albert’s reformulation of Christological 

questions in terms of esse. Albert’s discussion of Christ’s esse stresses the union of two 

natures in Christ and seeks to avoid the first and third opinions [of Lombard] through 

the formula of unum duplex esse. Thomas follows Albert’s logic but does not employ 

the formula of unum duplex esse, perhaps due to the fears that this formula could be 

misinterpreted in support of a two hypostases view. Thomas’s adherence to Albert’s 

method of Christological unity through the unity of esse also casts doubt upon 

contemporary interpretations of Thomas as supporting two esses in Christ” (Corey L. 

Barnes, “Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas on Person, Hypostasis, and Hypostatic 

Union,” The Thomist 72 [2008]: 109). 

 11 See Bernard Lonergan, S.J., The Ontological and Psychological Constitution of 
Christ, trans. M. Shields (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002) for an 

explanation of how there is one divine esse that makes Christ who he is constitutively, 

and that the secondary esse of Christ is a term, and moreover a supernatural, substantial, 
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conclusion and to discern what St. Thomas means by esse 
secundarium I will analyze Salas’s argument, as well as similar 
interpretations offered by other authors, and give a reading of 
St. Thomas that shows compatibility but not uniformity in 
doctrine between the Summa theologiae and De unione. 
 

I. INTERPRETATIONS OF ESSE SECUNDARIUM AS DIVINE ESSE 

QUALIFIED 
 
A) Terrien and Garrigou-Lagrange 

 

 Salas is not the first to explain St. Thomas’s use of esse 
secundarium in reference to Christ by means of an in ratio/in re 
distinction. Jean-Baptiste Terrien offers an interpretation of De 
unione that seems to develop a passage in the Scriptum super 
sententiae. Saint Thomas, after explaining how it is impossible 
that one thing have more than one substantial esse because of 
the connection between unum and ens, says:  
 
But it is not unfounded that the esse of a single subsistent be to many by 
relation [respectus], just as the esse of Peter is one, but nevertheless has 
relations to his different constituent principles. And similarly, according to its 
mode, the one esse of Christ has two relations, one to the human nature, one 
to the divine.12 

 
Terrien’s explanation follows this train of thought regarding 
esse secundarium: 
 
Therefore the esse of the Word becomes the esse of a man in such a way that 
the person of the Word becomes the person of a man, namely, a new habitude 
is introduced to both the person and the preexistent personal esse. From 
which it is understood in what sense the holy doctor says at once “he has one 
esse, he has another esse,” “one” and “another” not being looked at under the 
very same ratio, but the ratio of one and another habitude to one and another 

                                                           

created act corresponding to the obediential potency of the human essence of Christ to 

be assumed in the hypostatic union. 

 12 “Sed non est inconveniens quod esse unius subsistentis sit per respectum ad plura, 

sicut esse Petri est unum, habens tamen respectum ad diversa principia constituentia 

ipsum: et similiter suo modo unum esse Christi habet duos respectus, unum ad naturam 

humanam, alterum ad divinam” (III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 2). 



562 JOHN FROULA 
 

nature, to which one could add that one and the same Christ is being God and 
is being man, God eternally, man temporally.13 

 
 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange is another who invokes an in 
ratio/in re distinction to explain the meaning of esse secun-
darium in De unione. His use of the phrase “ecstasy of being” in 
this context to describe the metaphysical condition of the 
humanity of Christ has received some attention.14 Garrigou-
Lagrange deems it improbable that St. Thomas meant essence or 
the human nature of Christ by his use of the phrase esse 
secundarium. He writes: 
 
Certain Thomists, such as Billuart, say that this passage is concerned with the 
being of essence, and not with the being of existence. Yet this answer does not 
remove all doubt from the mind, because generally when St. Thomas speaks of 
being, he means existence, and from a consideration of the context of this 
passage it appears, as at least more probable, that St. Thomas is concerned 
with existence.15 

 

 13 “Esse igitur Verbi fit esse hominis, quomodo persona Verbi fit hominis persona, 

nova scilicet induta habitutine et personae te esse personalis praeexistentis. Ex quo 

intelligitur quo sensu S. Doctor ibidem dixerit: “Habet unum esse, habet aliud esse”; 

unum et aliud non ratione ipsiusmet esse in se spectati, sed ratione alius et alius 

habitudinis ad aliam aliamque naturam:quibus positis, unus et idem Christus existit 

Deus et existit homo, Deus aeternaliter, temporaliter homo” (J.-B. Terrien, S.J., 

S. Thomae Aquinatis O.P. Unione hypostatica Verbi Dei cum humanitate amplissime 
declarata [Paris: P. Lethielleux], 111). 

 14 “Father Deipen attacks this thesis of ‘the ecstasy of existence’ (according to which 

the human nature of Christ, deprived of its own existence, is enraptured so to speak in 

the eternal esse which holds it outside nothingness). He maintains that the human and 

created nature has been actuated in Christ by a human and created existence, and asserts 

that on this point Cajetan and all the great Thomists of the school have forced the 

thought of their master” (Jacques Maritain, The Degrees of Knowledge, trans. Gerald B. 

Phelan [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995], 458). 

 15 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Christ the Savior: A Commentary on the Third 
Part of St. Thomas’ Theological Summa, trans. Dom Bede Rose, O.S.B. (St. Louis and 

London: B. Herder Book Co.) 436. 

 There is no citation for this reference to Fr. Billuart, which raises the question of 

whether Fr. Garrigou-Lagrange was referencing a published work. I could not find any 

place in Fr. Billuart’s compendium of his commentary on the Summa where he 

addresses the issue directly, though his line of thought tends against any referral of 

secondary created esse in Christ to the divine esse. For instance, he does not want to say 

that the divine esse has any further kind of existence because of the Incarnation, which 
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Garrigou-Lagrange thinks the context of the passage from De 
unione lends itself to the interpretation that the esse secun-
darium is the esse of the Word as communicated to the hu-
manity of Christ. Garrigou-Lagrange writes the following 
concerning the idea that “the being of the human nature is not 
the divine being.”16 
 
Solution. This disputed question most probably concerns the distinction 
between the eternal existence of the Word and the same existence as 
communicated in time to Christ’s human nature. Thus the existence of the 
separated soul at the moment of the resurrection is communicated to the 
body, and there is absolutely one existence, although it is true to say that now 
the human body again exists, but not before this reunion, because then there 
were only dust and ashes.17 

 
 There appears to be no problem with the substance of the 
theological accounts of Christ offered by Terrien and Garrigou-
Lagrange. There are different relations of reason, or 
“habitudes,” of the divine esse to the divine nature, which is the 
divine esse, and the human nature. Likewise, there can be a 
distinction between the divine esse and the same as 
communicated to human nature in time. As an interpretation of 
St. Thomas, though, there are problems. It is not the habitudes 
but the instances of esse itself that are said to be different. “Esse 
humanae naturae non est esse divinae.”18 If the esse humanae 
naturae means divine esse as communicated to human nature, 
St. Thomas would be saying that the divine esse communicated 
to the human nature is not the divine esse. But there would not 
be a true communication unless precisely the same divine esse 
were communicated to the human nature. The divine esse is 

                                                           

would imply potency, nor that created existence can be said of God. “Ergo, implicat 

quod persona habens unam existentiam sit capax ulterioris existentia; alias prior non 

erit ultima actualitas, sed habebit rationem potentiae respectu secundae existentiae.” 

“Videtur repugnare quod persona increata Verbi existat existentia creata” (C. R. 

Billuart, O.P., Summa Summae S. Thomae sive Compendium Theologiae, Tomus 4 
[Rome: Crispinus Puccinelli, 1834], 1425). 

 16 Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Christ the Savior, 435, quoting from De unione a. 4 ad 

1: “esse humanae naturae non est esse divinae.” 

 17 Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Christ the Savior, 436. 

 18 De unione, a. 4, ad 1. 
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supremely one, whether communicated to a human nature or 
not. 
 This is not to say that one and the same thing cannot be 
considered under different respects, and so be called different in 
some way. Two things that are the same in re and different in 
ratio with a third thing are not necessarily convertible, as St. 
Thomas points out.19 But that is not what is going on when the 
divine esse communicated to the human nature of Christ is 
considered to be different from the divine esse. Why would the 
divine esse considered as incarnate not be the divine esse?  
 It does seem remotely possible, though improbable, that 
when St. Thomas says “esse humanae naturae non est esse 
divinae,” he could mean that the consideration of the divine esse 
as incarnate is different from the consideration of the divine 
esse without qualification if one considers them only according 
to concept. However, instead of reading De unione as trying to 
say the same thing as the Summa and not quite succeeding, why 
not read it more literally as affirming something different, yet 
not contradictory? 
 
B) Salas 
 
 Salas gives an account of the relationship between sub-
sistence and esse, and gives a critique of the position that Christ 
has two esse. His reasons for affirming one esse in Christ are 
forceful and substantial. In this context, he offers an explana-
tion of De unione’s mention of a human esse and a secondary 
esse in Christ, paying great attention to the possibility of 
understanding this precisely as the divine esse from the point of 
view of its subsisting in a human nature. He acknowledges a 
debt to Michael Gorman as the one who provided him with the 
hermeneutical key of Christ as a composite person and called 
his attention to the following text from St. Thomas: 

 

 19 Saint Thomas says that even though the Son is God and the Father is God it does 

not mean that the Son is the Father. He also gives the example of the action being the 

motion and the passion being the motion, but the action not being the passion. See 
STh III, q. 28, a. 3, obj. 1. 
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The person or hypostasis of Christ may be viewed in two ways. First, as it is in 
itself, and thus it is altogether simple, even as the nature of the Word. 
Secondly, in the aspect of person or hypostasis to which it belongs to subsist in 
a nature, and thus the person of Christ subsists in two natures. Hence though 
there is one subsisting being in him, yet there are different aspects of 
subsistence, and hence he is said to be a composite person, inasmuch as one 
being subsists in two.20 

 
Viewing the esse of Christ from the perspective of his 
compositeness, that is, from the perspective of his divine and 
human natures, Salas writes as follows: 
 
After the Incarnation, then, and considered from the perspective of Christ’s 
humanity, the divine esse subsists in a human nature whereby it is, as it were, 
made to be a human esse—“there is another esse of this suppositum, not 
inasmuch as it is eternal, but inasmuch as it was made human temporally” [De 
unione a. 4]—which is to say, God is made human.21 

 
The explanation and the quotation inserted after it make it 
appear that St. Thomas is saying that the divine esse was made 
human. There are two problems with this: first, it does not 
appear that esse is the subject of the passive verb “was made”; 
second, St. Thomas uses the word homo, not humanum. The 
italicized section from De unione in the above quotation is “in 
quantum est temporaliter homo factum,” “inasmuch as it was 
made man temporally,” not human. Given also the greater 
proximity of suppositum to the verb in the quoted sentence, one 
may conclude that St. Thomas is saying that the supposit was 
made man, not that the divine esse was made human esse.  
 This is not a mere translation quibble. While St. Thomas 
does not draw attention to it here, elsewhere he makes a 
distinction between things that are human, whose very character 

 

 20 “persona sive hypostasis Christi dupliciter considerari potest. Uno modo, 

secundum id quod est in se. Et sic est omnino simplex: sicut et natura Verbi.—Alio 

modo, secundum rationem personae vel hypostasis, ad quam pertinet subsistere in aliqua 

natura. Et secundum hoc, persona Christi subsistit in duabus naturis. Unde, licet sit ibi 

unum subsistens, est tamen ibi alia et alia ratio subsistendi. Et sic dicitur persona 

composita, inquantum unum duobus subsistit” (STh III, q. 2, a. 4). See Salas, “Thomas 

Aquinas on Christ’s esse,” 590. 

 21 Salas, “Thomas Aquinas on Christ’s esse,” 592. 
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is human, and those things that are of a man without being 
essentially human.22 The statement that the one esse of Christ 
“as it were, was made to be human esse” needs to be carefully 
understood. One would not say that the divine person became a 
human person just because the divine person underlies the 
human nature. By parallel reasoning one presumably would not 
say that the divine esse became human esse, even with the 
subjunctive qualifier “as it were.” “The divine esse is made to be 
a human esse” would need to be understood in the subtle sense 
that the divine esse is the actus entis of the divine person who 
now has a human nature. However, the phrase “human esse” as 
referring to the one constitutive divine esse of the Word 
remains infelicitous, and is not what the quoted text says. 
Rather, the term esse humanam is used in De unione in 
distinction from the divine esse. 
 Salas continues: 
 
Simply put, the human esse introduced in De Unione seems to be none other 
than the divine esse when conceived from the point of view of its subsisting in 
a human nature. One could say, then, that the divine esse of the Word 
becomes Christ’s human esse. Aquinas himself admits as much when he says, 
“The eternal being [esse] of the Son of God, which is the divine nature, 
becomes the being [esse] of man, inasmuch as the human nature is assumed by 
the Son of God to unity of person.” [STh III, q. 17, a. 2, ad 2]23 

 
The divine esse can be the esse of a man insofar as it is the act of 
existence of Christ who is man. The character of the esse in 
itself is not human. In De unione, the human esse is contrasted 
with the divine esse, and so it must be different from the “esse 
of man” in the Summa which is the divine esse. The “human 
esse” is called “another esse,” esse aliud. The passage of the 
Summa cited above is an answer to an objection that there is 
more than one esse in Christ because the esse of the man, 
Christ, is different from the divine esse. The solution to the 

 

 22 “possunt dici quidem hominis actiones; sed non proprie humanae, cum non sint 

hominis inquantum est homo” (STh I-II, q. 1, a. 1). 

 23 Salas, “Thomas Aquinas on Christ’s esse,” 592. “Ad secundum dicendum quod 

illud esse aeternum Filii Dei quod est divina natura, fit esse hominis, inquantum humana 

natura assumitur a Filio Dei in unitate personae.” 
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difficulty is to say that there is really only one esse in the proper 
sense for both Christ the man and the divine nature in Christ. In 
this response, St. Thomas is saying that the numerically one esse 
of the Son is the act of existence of the man Jesus. 
 Though ultimately in accord with what St. Thomas is saying 
in the Summa, De unione is simply making another point. There 
the human esse and divine esse are different, not the same.  The 
Summa passage does not run parallel to the De unione passage. 
Reading these two passages in continuity, but not uniformity, 
the word esse in De unione when referring to the “other esse” 
cannot mean the esse that St. Thomas insists is one in the 
Summa, “activating” both natures, but a subordinate kind of 
esse, or the act of a human nature, a principle of human life, 
and not the act of a supposit as such. In short, the Summa 
passage must be understood as saying that the act of being of 
Christ the man is one and the same as the act of being of Christ 
our God. The De unione passage must be understood as saying 
that the human act of Christ is not the divine act. But because 
the divine act is supposital and the human act in question is of a 
human nature without being supposital, we cannot say there are 
two esse simply speaking. 
 Finally, Salas uses a lengthy footnote to address the position 
that St. Thomas could be referring to esse essentiae when he 
speaks of a secondary esse in De unione: 24 
 
Some (e.g., Charles René Billuart) have even suggested that the human esse is 
the esse essentiae of Christ’s human nature. But as West points out, this 
suggestion is untenable, especially in light of the interpretive efforts of 
Thomists such as E. Gilson and J. Owens, who argue convincingly that, for 
Aquinas, esse is not to be understood as a thing distinct from essence, itself 
considered as a thing. 25 Put briefly, owing to the real distinction that Aquinas 

 

 24 Saint Thomas does not often use the phrase “esse essentiae.” When he does, he 

uses it predominantly to refer to the divine essence, which is a special case of essence 

that is esse. See I Sent., d. 33, q. 1, a. 1, co. and ad 1. 

 25 J. L. A. West offers an analysis of the term “esse essentiae” in his article discussing 

the issue of Christ’s esse: “Moreover, with respect to the notion of esse essentiae, the 

genitive can be understood in either a qualitative sense, in which case we would be 

speaking of ‘the kind of being which is essence’ or it can be taken in a possessive sense, 

in which case we would be referring to ‘the being which the essence possesses.’ Clearly 
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describes, esse, is not to be described as a thing, essence, or form, but as an 
act, the act of the essence, one might say. To regard esse and essence as two 
distinct things (res) is an unfortunate misunderstanding of Aquinas extending 
as far back as Giles of Rome.26 

 
It seems that Salas is saying that if one erroneously fails to see 
the real distinction between esse and essence one will end up 
thinking esse and essence are distinct things. But those two 
errors logically exclude each other. It is not clear how the error 
of considering esse and essence as things come into play at all in 
saying that Christ’s esse secundarium is esse essentiae.  One 
could make that claim and hold esse and essence to be 
principles. The real distinction between esse and essence would 
be blurred if what Billuart implies is that essence is somehow 
esse simply speaking. The real distinction obtains—even if esse 
essentiae is a confusing phrase—if what is meant is that there 
are two distinct analogical meanings of the word esse, one of 
them “act of existence” and the other “act which does not give 
existence simply speaking but by which something is secundum 
quid.” Also, without advocating or even bringing up the term 
esse essentiae, it is possible maintain that human nature could 
have some act that is not supposital in the case of Christ.27 Saint 
Thomas calls it esse secundarium. 
                                                           

the qualitative reading will not do the kind of work we need to make the De Unione 
meaningful. On this interpretation we are left with a use of esse that is just synonymous 

with essence. Could the possessive genitive be used to make sense of the De Unione 
doctrine? . . . Once we accept the real distinction between esse and essence, there would 

appear to be no room for attributing esse to an essence simply in and of itself” (J. L. A. 

West, “Aquinas on the Metaphysics of esse in Christ,” The Thomist 66 [2002]: 231-50). 

 Would it also follow for West that attributing esse to both substance and accident 

blurs the distinction between substance and accident? One sees the importance of 

keeping in mind that esse is said analogically. 

 26 Salas, “Thomas Aquinas on Christ’s esse,” 77. 

 27 “Twentieth century Thomists often criticized late Scholastic Thomists, including 

Bañez, for adopting the language of a distinction between esse essentiae and esse 
existentiae, which was introduced by Henry of Ghent (d. 1293) to describe the distinct 

relations of creatures to God as an exemplar cause and an efficient cause. The medieval 

and late Scholastic Thomists who use this terminology do not by this fact adopt Henry’s 

view that essences are not efficiently caused by God. Instead, they apply a threefold 

division to (1) an essence, (2) the act of existing, and (3) the truth of the proposition.   

For Thomists, in opposition to Averroës, the essence of a material thing contains both 
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C) Reichmann  
 

 James Reichmann, in “Aquinas, Scotus, and the 
Christological Mystery: Why Christ Is Not a Human Person,” 
discusses the issue of the esse secundarium in a forceful rebuttal 
of Richard Cross, who accuses St. Thomas of a major reversal in 
De unione. Reichmann speaks of the esse secundarium in terms 
of the divine esse actualizing the human nature. Reichmann’s 
account is of special interest because he speaks of the analogical 
predication of esse and gives an account of what is meant by the 
prime analogate. 
 
Consequently, the two esses Aquinas refers to are clearly understood by him as 
predicable of Christ not univocally, but analogically. The term esse, as Aquinas 
expressly states in the very same article, taken in its proper and true sense 
(propie et vere), refers exclusively to a supposital, that is personal, esse. Such 
an esse is the actuality not of a nature only, but of the entire existing or 
subsisting being. In Christ, as Aquinas adds shortly thereafter, this supposital 
esse is the esse of the Divine Word. Hence Christ is, properly speaking, but 
one being, precisely because he has but one supposital or personal esse, which 
also actualizes his assumed human nature.28 

 
That is a very good explanation of why St. Thomas argues for 
one esse in Christ in its proper and primary sense. The fact that 
Reichmann recognizes an analogical sense leads one to think 
that he would give a distinct but related sense of esse besides 
that which is esse proprie et vere. Instead he says: 
 
Accordingly, this secondary esse is not an esse distinct from the divine esse of 
the Word which actualizes the human nature. Were it so, Christ would indeed 

                                                           

form and undesignated matter, that is, a matter considered apart from any individual 

characteristics. When ‘essence’ is contrasted with ‘esse,’ then esse is used in the second 

way, which is related to essence as act to potency. The difference between essence and 

the act of existing is also expressed by the difference between ‘esse essentiae’ and ‘esse 
existentiae.’ The genitives are used here to distinguish between the first two meanings of 

‘esse’” (Thomas M. Osborne, Jr., “Continuity and Innovation in Dominc Bañez’s 

Understanding of Esse: Bañez’s Relationship to John Capreolous, Paul Soncinas, and 

Thomas de Vio Cajetan,” The Thomist 77 [2013]: 368-69). See ibid., n. 6 for Osborne’s 

references for this threefold division. 

 28 Reichmann, “Aquinas, Scotus, and the Christological Mystery,” 469. 
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be a human person and, as such, incommunicable, and hence a supposit 
distinct from the divine person.29 

 
If the secondary esse is not distinct from the divine esse of the 
Word, then in what way is the secondary esse an analogical 
predication? If true and proper esse means the supposital or 
personal esse, what does analogical secondary esse mean? It 
would have to mean something different from and related to 
supposital and personal esse. But if secondary esse is not distinct 
from the divine esse, it is not analogically esse. Even on the 
logical level, the statement “divine esse actuating” utilizes, or 
can utilize, the term “divine esse” in a way that is univocal to 
“divine esse” said simply. The conclusion that Christ would be a 
human person only follows if the secondary esse is distinct from 
the divine esse, and if esse is being used univocally in the 
primary sense, or at least in the sense of supposital act. 
 Reichmann goes on to indicate in what way he thinks the 
term esse is used in a secondary and analogous way, beyond 
simply “as communicated to the human nature.” Nature 
ordinarily limits or determines the esse that activates it. The 
human esse of Christ, being the divine esse communicated, 
uniquely is not limited by the human nature it activates. For 
Reichmann, this is sufficient reason for esse to be used in an 
analogical sense, as “not determined by nature”: 
 
Aquinas thus makes it clear in what sense there is but one esse in Christ and in 
what sense two. The ‘human esse’ is not the esse of the supposit properly 
speaking, since the human nature does not exert formal causality on the esse 
that activates it, as would be the case for Aquinas in every instance of a created 
supposit.30 Since in this unique instance of the Incarnation, the human nature 
is actualized by the divine esse of the Word, it does not in any way determine 

 

 29 Ibid., 470. 

 30 The question of whether Christ’s humanity exerts a formal causality on, or 

whether it is a formal cause of, the divine esse is a vexing one. On the one hand, one 

would not want to say that the divine esse is caused in any way. On the other hand, if 

the Word does not have his humanity as a formal cause it would not be his form and it 

would not be his nature. Christ’s humanity is certainly not a constitutive formal cause of 

the divine esse or of the Word. It is an ad extra term. But it is a formal cause of Christ’s 

being human, or one might say a formal cause of the divine esse in ratio and not in re, as 

the divine nature is related to the human nature in ratio and not in re. 
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or limit that esse, as the citation just given clearly affirms. In this singular 
instance of the hypostatic union, the divine esse actualizes an essential form 
without itself being in any way determined or perfected by that form.31 

 
If secondary esse means esse not limited by a nature, then the 
divine esse would be a secondary esse apart from any considera-
tion of the Incarnation. The divine esse is not limited by the 
divine nature, nor by the human nature. Christ, by this under-
standing of “secondary,” would then have two secondary esse, 
neither limited by their respective natures, while created 
supposits would have primary esse. Instead, the esse that 
corresponds to the created nature of Christ must be secondary 
or subordinate in some way other than not being limited by 
nature. 
 Moreover, that the divine esse is not limited by the human 
nature of Christ was the occasion for the insight of Dominic 
Bañez that esse considered formally as such need not be 
understood as being limited by essence.32 Esse is more that 

 

 31 Reichmann, “Aquinas, Scotus, and the Christological Mystery,” 469. 

 32 Dominic Bañez offers this explanation: “The intelligibility of created existence 

consists more in this, that it is a termination which fulfills the potency of substance to 

become real and outside nothingness, rather than in that existence itself be received in 

the substance as in a limiting subject. For this point there is theological proof. According 

to the more probable opinion and that of St. Thomas, the humanity in Christ our Lord 

does not have an existence that is created and received in a subject; rather it exists 

outside nothingness through the existence of the divine Word, which terminates and 

completes the order of that humanity to actuality. Thus we understand the formal, 

direct and proper intelligibility of esse as that by which a being exists outside 

nothingness. Beyond this, the reception and limitation of esse in a being is really a case 

of existence as material and imperfect, for if this latter belonged to the formal 

intelligibility of esse, a creature’s existence could not be substituted for without this 

latter being limited by the former. For instance, God would be unable through his own 

existence, instead of through whiteness, to make something white exist. Hence, the 

preceding conclusion holds. An excellent illustration confirms the point, for the reason 

why theologians (and we too will hold this later on in q. 12, a. 2) say that the divine 

essence can function in place of an intelligible species lies in its unifying function 

between object and power. The fact that in us intelligible species are accidents inhering 

in the intellect is due to our intellect’s own imperfection. So also, we say here that the 

proper and formal intelligibility of existence does not include any dependence upon that 

which through it exists, but considers it only in this, that it thoroughly actualizes the 

order of substance of essence to being and away from nothingness” (Dominic Bañez, 
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which fulfills or actuates potency than that which is limited by 
it. Being limited by essence is only an imperfect condition of 
created being. Esse considered formally and as such is that 
which actualizes and brings out of potency the particular 
essence of the supposit.33 
 
D) Tamisea  

 
 David A. Tamisea offers a clear explanation that effectively 
summarizes the thought of Salas and Reichman: 
 
Strictly speaking, esse prescinds from the form or nature of the thing it 
actualizes. In this sense, Christ has one divine esse that actuates both natures. 
But, in a qualified sense, esse can include a reference to natures it actualizes, so 
that one can speak in a certain sense of an esse secundarium in Christ 
inasmuch as the divine esse actuates his human nature (“the actuation”). This 
latter sense is precisely what St. Thomas has in mind both in the De unione 
(“the esse of the human nature) and the Summa (“the esse of man”), when he 
speaks of Chirst’s human esse.34 

 
It is true that Christ has one divine esse that brings act from 
potency for Christ’s human nature. It seems true also that the 
esse secundarium of Christ is the actuation of the human nature 
of Christ if what is meant is the terminus of actuation, the 
human act whereby the Word is man. The esse secundarium 
does not seem to be actuation in the sense of the supposital esse 
that actuates. 
 There remains a textual difficulty with Tamisea’s position. In 
the De unione text referred to, St. Thomas says that the esse of 

                                                           

The Primacy of Existence in Thomas Aquinas: A Commentary in Thomistic Metaphysics, 
trans. Benjamin S. Lamzon [Chicago: H. Regnery, 1966], 36). 

 33 Alfred J. Freddoso also weighs in on this problem of the divine esse being 

contracted by the human nature: “In discussion, Doug Flippen, applauded by Fr. 

Michael Sherwin and other Dominicans, thought that instead of thinking of the divine 

esse as being contracted in this case, it might be better to think of the divine esse as 

overflowing into Christ’s human nature” (Alfred J. Freddoso, “Christ: unum vel duo? 
Esse, Union, and the Incarnation in St. Thomas” [outline for presentation at 2006 

Thomistic Institute, University of Notre Dame]. This seems to be the same basic insight 

that Bañez has, only presented more metaphorically. 

 34 Tamisiea, “St. Thomas Aquinas on the One Esse of Christ,” 400. 
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the human nature is not the divine esse, whereas in the Summa 
he says that the esse of man is the divine esse. He is not using 
esse in the same sense, and his meaning should not be forced 
into an easy consistency. Tamisea goes on: 
 
As used by Aquinas, therefore, the human esse is to be understood as the 
divine esse as subsisting through Christ’s human nature, and not as the 
principle whereby he exists simply. Simply put, Christ’s human esse is none 
other than the divine esse when considered from the perspective of its 
subsisting in a human nature.35 

 
But the esse that subsists through the human nature of Christ 
and the esse by which he exists simply is in fact one esse, the 
divine. The difference in perspective or explanation does not 
warrant the language of distinction that St. Thomas uses when 
speaking of the human esse and divine esse in De unione. 
 

II. AN ACCOUNT OF ANALOGICAL ESSE SECUNDARIUM 
 
 There is an explanation of the use of the term esse 
secundarium that does not contradict the doctrine of the 
Summa theologiae and yet is attentive to what De unione puts 
forward.36 Esse secundarium is an analogical use of esse meaning 
that by which Christ is human, or quo est secundum quid. It is 
not supposital act nor accidental act, but the created act of 
human nature as assumed by the Word. 
 Thomists disagree about what analogy exactly is. Yet to 
describe esse secundarium as an analogical use of the term esse it 
is enough to give a very simple account of analogy and not enter 
the fray of detailed accounts.37 Analogy is a mean between 
univocity and equivocation, so the meanings of the same word 
used analogically are similar, not the same nor completely 
different. Also, there is some order in the applications of an 

 

 35 Ibid. 

 36 For an account formative to the one being advanced here see the much neglected 

Antonio Piolanti, Dio Uomo (Rome: Desclee & C., 1964), 152-88. 

 37 It is not that some theories of analogy are not better than others or more suited to 

St. Thomas’s explanations, but that a long account of analogy might muddle more than 

clarify the secondary and subordinate use of the term esse. 
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analogical term.38 The primary sense of esse is explained by St. 
Thomas in De potentia: 
 
Whence it is manifest that this which I call esse is the actuality of all act, and 
because of this it is the perfection of all perfections. It should not be 
understood of that which I call esse that something is added to it that is more 
formal, determining it, as act to potency: for esse that is of this kind is 
something regarding essence, apart from it, to which it is added to be 
determined. But nothing is able to be added to esse which is extraneous from 
it, since from it nothing is extraneous, unless it be non-being, which is able to 
be neither form nor matter.39 

 
Yet St. Thomas does admit of other uses of the term esse in 
terms of beings of reason or the nine accidental categories of 
being: 
 
Esse is said in two manners. . . . In one way, according to which there is a 
verbal copula signifying the composition of any statement . . . and thus esse is 
attributed to everything of which there is able to be a proposition. . . . In 
another way esse is said to be the act of being, inasmuch as it is being, that is, 
what is denominated some being in act in the nature of things, and thus esse is 
not attributed, unless it be to the things themselves, which are contained in ten 
genera, whence being as esse is said to be divided by ten genera.40 

 
For St. Thomas, esse is a polyvalent term with a range of 
flexible applications. 

 

 38 See Sent. Lib. Ethic. I, lect. 7; STh I, q. 13. 

 39 “Unde patet quod hoc quod dico esse est actualitas omnium actuum, et propter 

hoc est perfectio omnium perfectionum. Nec intelligendum est, quod ei quod dico esse, 

aliquid addatur quod sit eo formalius, ipsum determinans, sicut actus potentiam: esse 

enim quod huiusmodi est, est aliud secundum essentiam ab eo cui additur 

determinandum. Nihil autem potest addi ad esse quod sit extraneum ab ipso, cum ab eo 

nihil sit extraneum nisi non-ens, quod non potest esse nec forma nec materia” (De Pot., 
q. 7, a. 2, ad 9). 

 40 “Esse dupliciter dicitur. . . . Uno modo, secundum quod est copula verbalis 

significans compositionem cuiuslibet enuntiationis, quam anima facit, unde hoc esse non 

est aliquid in rerum natura, sed tantum in actu animae componentis et dividentis, et sic 

esse attribuitur omni ei, de quo potest propositio formari. . . . Alio modo esse dicitur 

actus entis, inquantum est ens, id est quo denominatur aliquid ens actu in rerum natura, 

et sic esse non attribuitur, nisi rebus ipsis, quae in decem generibus continentur, unde 

ens a tali esse dictum per decem genera dividitur” (Quodl. IX, q. 2, a. 3). 
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 Much of St. Thomas’s explanations of Christ’s esse has to do 
with distinguishing what is meant by esse. In the Summa 
theologiae he starts with the Chalcedonian position that Christ 
is one person with two natures. Those things that pertain to 
person, such as subsistence, are one in him, and those things 
that pertain to nature, such as intelligence, are two in him. The 
person is what is (quod est), and nature is that by which the 
person is (quo est), so esse pertains to person and nature 
differently. Nature is said to be because it is a principle by 
which the supposit is, not because it is that which is.  Saint 
Thomas writes: 
 
But esse pertains to hypostasis and to nature, to the hypostasis as to that which 
has esse; but to nature as to that by which something has esse; for nature is 
signified through the mode of form, which is called a being because something 
is by it, just as by whiteness something is white, and by humanity someone is a 
man.41 

 
The Summa article continues by saying that sometimes nature 
pertains simply speaking to the personal being of the supposit. 
For instance, that by which Peter is man, his humanity, cannot 
be taken away without Peter ceasing to exist simply speaking. 
This sort of nature does not add any independent esse to the 
person. On the other hand, nature sometimes does not pertain 
to the person simply speaking, but secundum quid, or relatively. 
The olive skin color of Peter is not that by which he is simply: 
when he turns red in anger he is still Peter. Saint Thomas 
writes: 
 
But it is to be considered that if some form or nature does not pertain to the 
personal esse of the subsisting hypostasis, that esse is not called the esse of the 
person simply, but according to which, as to be white is the to be of Socrates, 
not inasmuch as Socrates is, but inasmuch as he is white.42 

 

 41 “Esse autem pertinet ad hypostasim et ad naturam: ad hypostasim quidem sicut ad 

id quod habet esse; ad naturam autem sicut ad id quo aliquid habet esse; natura enim 

significatur per modum formae, quae dicitur ens ex eo quod ea aliquid est, sicut 

albedine est aliquid album, et humanitate est aliquis homo” (STh III, q. 17, a. 2). 

 42 “Est autem considerandum quod, si aliqua forma vel natura est quae non pertineat 

ad esse personale hypostasis subsistentis, illud esse non dicitur esse illius personae 
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There is no reason why the esse of these accidental natures 
cannot be multiplied or come and go without any compromise 
to the personal unity of Peter. “And in this way nothing 
prohibits esse from being multiplied in a hypostasis or person, 
for Socrates is white by an esse other than that by which 
Socrates is musical.”43 
 What about the human nature of Christ? It pertains to Christ 
personally. The union of the two natures in Christ is personal, 
or hypostatic, not accidental, so the human nature does not 
multiply the esse in Christ. Esse, even if considered in the sense 
of being attributed to nature as that by which the supposit has 
esse, would not be duplicated in Christ because the human 
nature terminates in the one personal act of existence of the 
Word. Christ does not exist by his human nature simply 
speaking, the way that Peter does. He existed before he had a 
human nature. The human nature of Christ does not have a 
proportionate act of human supposital existence. It would be 
redundant because Christ is already a person before he is 
human. If Christ’s human nature did have a proportionate esse 
there would be no personal union, but rather two persons 
accidentally united. The human nature has its metaphysical 
foundation in the divine esse. 
 The Summa text goes so far as to say that the esse that 
usually pertains to human nature, as that by which the supposit 
is simply speaking, cannot be predicated of Christ. Christ does 
not need human esse by which he is simply, because he is simply 
by the divine esse. There is one esse in Christ in its primary 
supposital sense. The personal unity of Christ is not diminished 
or compromised by an accidental union with a human nature 
with proportionate esse. 
 However, St. Thomas brings out something more in De 
unione Verbi incarnati. He goes beyond the more focused 
Summa in this more free-ranging disputed question. The human 

                                                           

simpliciter, sed secundum quid: sicut esse album est esse Socratis, non inquantum est 

Socrates, sed inquantum est albus” (ibid.). 

 43 “Et huiusmodi esse nihil prohibet multiplicari in una hypostasi vel persona: aliud 

enim est esse quo Socrates est albus, et quo Socrates est musicus” (ibid.). 

 



 ESSE SECUNDARIUM 577 
 

nature of Christ is still that by which he is human, or that by 
which he is secundum quid, and not simpliciter. As St. Thomas 
writes: “Since the person of the Son of God existed before the 
assumption of humanity, the person was not made any greater, 
or more perfect, through the assumption of human nature.  But 
the eternal supposit was made substantial through human 
nature inasmuch as he is this man.”44 Though Christ’s humanity 
is not an accident and is not united accidentally, it is like an 
accidental nature insofar as it is that by which Christ is 
secundum quid. Christ’s humanity, like other instances of 
human nature, is unlike an accidental nature in that it does 
pertain to him personally. It is a unique case different from 
every other instance of human nature. His human nature 
pertains to him personally, but secundum quid, and not 
simpliciter. The human nature is quo est secundum quid, that by 
which Christ is such and such, or human. In De unione St. 
Thomas argues that because Christ’s human nature is that by 
which he is in a certain respect, and because this certain respect 
differs from the divine reality, as evidenced by the fact that it 
accrued to him in time and gives him another life, there can be 
said to be an esse secundarium. This esse secundarium is another 
subordinate esse corresponding to the principle of act in the 
human nature of Christ as it is ineffably assumed by the Word. 
It is not accidental, rather it is the act of a nature hypostatically 
united. Yet, it is quo Christus est secundum quid and a real 
principle.  
 Esse belongs to everything that in some way is. That is not to 
say there is parity of existence in all that is—hence St. Thomas’s 
analogical application of the term. In the places where he 
affirms that Christ has one esse, St. Thomas is careful to point 
out that he is not considering accidental esse or predicational 

 

 44 “Quia persona filii Dei fuit ante humanitatem assumptam, nec in aliquo persona 

est augmentata, seu perfectior, per naturam humanam assumptam. Substantificatur  

autem suppositum aeternum per naturam humanam, in quantum est hic homo” (De 
unione, a. 4).  Obenauer offers a textaul varient: “sustentificatur” for “substantificatur”; 

see Thomas von Aquin, Quaestio disputata “De unione Verbi incarnati” (“Über die 
Union des fleischgewordenen Wortes”), ed. Klaus Obenauer (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: 

Fromann-Holzboog, 2011), 86. 
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esse: Christ is broad-shouldered, and he is not nothing, so there 
is esse to spare. But what is one for St. Thomas is something 
else: the fundamental act of existence. That esse alone is one in 
Christ. Christ has many analogical kinds of esse that are not his 
one esse. One of those analogical kinds of esse is some act, and 
therefore some kind of being, whereby Christ is human: a 
created act whereby the humanity that he assumed is his, a 
temporal terminus of the Word becoming flesh. That act which 
belongs to Christ’s humanity is esse, and it belongs to his 
humanity a fortiori if esse also belongs to humanity’s accidents. 
Christ presents a unique case. The esse that belongs to his 
humanity is neither supposital, nor accidental. Saint Thomas 
coins a phrase for it, esse secundarium, and speaks about it in a 
disputed question where he still maintains that Christ has one 
act of existence. Esse secundarium does not refute Christ’s one 
act of existence, nor is it the one act of existence considered 
under a different guise. 
 All of the authors under consideration above, as well as St. 
Thomas, understand very well that to introduce a second esse, 
in the sense of an act of existence, would imply two principles 
of subsistence, two hyposatases, and no real personal union in 
Christ. The single esse in Christ is therefore admirably 
defended. Yet, in the greater freedom of the literary genre of 
the disputed question, St. Thomas wants to make it clear that 
the one personal supposital esse in Christ does not crowd out, 
as it were, everything temporal in Christ. The one act of 
uncreated existence does not mean that there is nothing created 
about Christ. He really took on a created nature. And so, that 
principle, that act, by which the Word incarnate is human is 
called esse secundarium. This unique use of the term esse does 
not impinge on the unity of Christ. One can see, on the simple 
grounds of prudence, that an exclusive emphasis on the single 
act of existence in Christ in its supposital sense could tend to a 
view of the Incarnation as the flesh being subsumed into the 
divine esse or being uncreated, rather than the Word becoming 
flesh—taking on real integral human nature. Christ is one divine 
person by the one divine esse, but for his saving actions to be 
theandric, there must be not only personal unity in him but a 
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human nature in act that is a principle of human life, human 
operation, and human death. The Incarnation is not just 
another way for God to cause humanity; it is the way for God 
to become man. 
 In De unione Verbi incarnati, when St. Thomas says that 
there is another esse in Christ, when he says that the esse is of 
the human nature, when he goes onto say that the esse of the 
human nature is not the esse of the divine, he means it.45 He 
does not contradict what he says about the esse of Christ being 
one because he is introducing a new, analogical sense of the 
term esse. If a vitamin and a healthy animal are in a room and 
someone asks how many healthy things there are in the room, I 
could say one in the proper sense. Later I could say, well, two, 
if you count something that makes animals healthy as healthy. 
That is not a contradiction. It is defining parameters of the 
discussion and answering according to them. If there is a 
upright man and a wicked man who are brothers, and someone 
wants to know how many of the brothers are good, I could say 
two, insofar are they both exist, or one, insofar as one is moral. 
There is reason to use the term good in both related senses. 
There is also reason to use the term esse in the sense of act for 
either the act of existence or the created act whereby Christ is 
man. The act whereby Christ is man is esse that is secondary, 
subordinate, and other than the act where Christ is simply 
speaking. Peter’s human nature imports esse in the primary 
supposital sense because if you take away his nature he, as a 
supposit, is gone. This explanation is not applicable to Christ, as 
the Summa says. But though Christ’s supposit is not dependent 
on the human nature simply speaking, human nature is 
necessary secundum quid insofar as he is man. Hence a unique 
sense of the term esse is applied to the act of human nature 
assumed.  
 Finally, St. Thomas is more than capable of spelling out an in 
re/in ratio distinction, and he simply does not do so in this 

 

 45 “Est autem et aliud esse huius suppositi, non in quantum est aeternum, sed in 

quantum est temporaliter homo factum. . . . Ad primum ergo dicendum quod esse 

humanae naturae non est esse divinae” (De unione, a. 4). 
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passage from De unione. Christ does have a human life and 
principle of his assumed created nature that is not the divine 
esse. There is a secondary, or subordinate, esse of the human 
nature of Christ that is other than the divine esse and not the 
divine esse, that is, the act by which Christ is human. It is esse 
not in the supposital sense, but in a legitimate analogical use of 
the word. 
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QUINAS IS GENERALLY regarded as a eudaimonist, 
holding that happiness, understood as human flourishing, 
is the ultimate end and thus the first principle of the 

moral life, which is accordingly conceived as the pursuit of 
one’s own, true happiness and perfection.1 It is well known that 
Aquinas holds that happiness consists in the vision of God’s 
essence in heaven, an act of knowing. In this life, the human 
person’s greatest participation in happiness comes from 
contemplating God, the highest object of the highest act of the 
highest power in man, his intellect.2 Aquinas argues that the 

 
 1 See, for instance, Stephen J. Pope, “Overview of the Ethics of Thomas Aquinas,” in 

The Ethics of Aquinas, ed. Stephen J. Pope (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University 

Press, 2002), 49; Ralph McInerny, Aquinas on Human Action: A Theory of Practice 

(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1992), 31-32: “That one 

does whatever he does for the sake of happiness is, verbal quibbling apart, the final 

word in motivation.” Anthony J. Lisska also interprets Aquinas in straightforward 

eudaimonist fashion: Aquinas’s Theory of Natural Law: An Analytic Reconstruction 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 107-9, 204. John Finnis also holds that for Aquinas 

happiness is the ultimate end of the moral life, but according to him happiness—or 

“integral human fulfillment”—is a common good in the sense of an aggregate, including 

both a multitude of incommensurable basic goods and every person’s attainment of 

those goods, not just the agent’s. See Aquinas: Moral, Political, and Legal Theory 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 104-17. 

 2 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 8; q. 3, a. 5; q. 3, a. 2, ad 4. For secondary literature, see, for 

example, Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Colleen McCluskey, and Christina Van Dyke, 

Aquinas’s Ethics: Metaphysical Foundations, Moral Theory, and Theological Context 

(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 74-78; Ralph McInerny, Ethica 

Thomistica: The Moral Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, 2d ed. (Washington, D.C.: The 

A
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essence of human happiness cannot consist in an act of the will, 
but must consist in an act of the intellect.3 It is far less com-
monly noted, however, that Aquinas states explicitly that it is a 
“higher” and “better” thing to love God than to know him. The 
only scholar who has noticed this in recent years, so far as I am 
aware, is Russell Hittinger, but he has not discussed the 
relationship of this thesis with the better known one.4 It is 
important to do so, for they appear to be at odds. 
 In this article I intend to present and explain Aquinas’s thesis 
on the superiority of loving God, and to reconcile it with his 
position that happiness essentially consists in the knowledge and 
not in the love of God. In doing so, a clearer picture of 
Aquinas’s understanding of the end and nature of the moral life 
emerges.5 As I will show, Aquinas is not strictly speaking a eu-

                                                 
Catholic University of America Press, 1997), 30-34; idem, Aquinas on Human Action, 

48-50; Lisska, Aquinas’s Theory of Natural Law, 131-36. Cf. John Finnis, who holds 

that the beatific vision is merely the primary component of perfect happiness (and 

downplays the role of contemplation in imperfect happiness): Aquinas, 315-19, and 

109-10. As I will make clear, for Aquinas it is better to be a preacher than a pure 

contemplative, not because that kind of life is happier, as Finnis claims, but because it 

exhibits a higher degree of love for God. See below, n. 49. 

 3 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 4. 

 4 F. Russell Hittinger, “When It Is More Excellent to Love Than to Know: The 

Other Side of Thomistic Realism,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical 

Association 57 (1983): 171-79. The closest he comes to touching on the question of this 

paper is the following: “Even when, by a supernatural gift, God allows His Essence to 

be seen, it is not possessed by way of abstraction. Rather, a new medium is introduced, 

and the created intellect is made dependent upon the medium of the ‘other,’ in a fashion 

similar to the natural structure of the appetitive relation to any sort of entity” (177). A 

little further on he says, “St. Thomas is able to include, without any sort of voluntarist 

or irrational subjection of the intellective union to the appetite, the real unity of the 

human soul to a Being that surpasses the normal compass of the intellect” (178). 

Aquinas’s thesis on the superiority of loving God over knowing him was noticed early 

last century by Pierre Rousselot, in The Intellectualism of St. Thomas, trans. James E. 

O’Mahony (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1935), 56-60. 

 5 The interpretation of Aquinas’s view on the end and nature of the moral life 

advanced in this essay is very similar to that proposed by David Gallagher in “Person 

and Ethics in Thomas Aquinas,” Acta Philosophica 4 (1995): 51-71, although Gallagher 

does not take up the topic of Aquinas’s thesis that loving God is better than knowing 

him. This article thus provides fresh confirmation and further clarity for a thesis that 

Gallagher (as I understand him) and I both hold: that God, and not happiness, is a 
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daimonist, because for him happiness is not the ultimate end of 
the moral life simply speaking, but only in a certain respect.  
 Aquinas distinguishes two interrelated types of love: the love 
of friendship and the love of desire. Although he states in many 
places that happiness is a human being’s ultimate end,6 a close 
reading of his work shows that he only intends this statement in 
a restricted sense: happiness—which is a created good, inhering 
in the human being himself—is the ultimate object of the love of 
desire (ultimum concupitum). But the love of friendship is more 
fundamental than the love of desire—we only desire something 
because we love someone—and the ultimate object of the love 
of friendship (and thus the ultimum dilectum) is God, not 
oneself.7 God is to be loved for his own sake even more than 

                                                 
human being’s truly ultimate end. See ibid., 63 (and n. 40), 66, 69-70, as well as David 

Gallagher, “The Role of God in the Philosophical Ethics of Thomas Aquinas,” in Was ist 

Philosophie im Mittelalter?, ed. Jan. A. Aertsen and Andreas Speer (Berlin: De Gruyter, 

1998), 1030-31. 

 6 For example: IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 1, sol. 2; De Verit., q. 24, a. 1, ad 19; ScG III, 

c. 25 (Liber de Veritate Catholicae Fidei contra Errores Infidelium seu Summa contra 

Gentiles, ed. C. Pera, P. Marc, and P. Caramello [Turin: Marietti, 1961], vol. 3, 

n. 2068); STh I, q. 60, a. 2; STh I-II, q. 90, a. 2. 

 7 See IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 2, sol. 1, ad 3 (which will be discussed below in section 

V) and STh I-II, q. 2, a. 7, obj. 2 and ad 2 (which will be discussed below in section III) 

and STh II-II, q. 26, a. 3. Aquinas frequently speaks of God as happiness (see, for 

example, ScG I, c. 101). Created happiness, by which the human being is formally made 

happy, is a participation in God’s happiness, STh I-II, q. 3, a. 1, ad 1 (Opera Omnia 

[Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1884-], 6:26): “God is happiness by His Essence, for He is 

happy not by acquisition or participation of anything else, but by His Essence. On the 

other hand, men are happy, as Boethius says in the same place, by participation, just as 

they are called gods by participation. And this participation of happiness, in respect of 

which man is said to be happy, is something created” (“Deus est beatitudo per essentiam 

suam: non enim per adeptionem aut participationem alicuius alterius beatus est, sed per 

essentiam suam. Homines autem sunt beati, sicut ibidem dicit Boetius, per 

participationem; sicut et dii per participationem dicuntur. Ipsa autem participatio 

beatitudinis secundum quam homo dicitur beatus, aliquid creatum est”). Aquinas also 

states in the body of the same article that “if, therefore, we consider man’s happiness in 

its cause or object, then it is something uncreated; but if we consider it as to the very 

essence of happiness, then it is something created” (“Si ergo beatitudo hominis 

consideretur quantum ad causam vel obiectum, sic est aliquid increatum: si autem 

consideretur quantum ad ipsam essentiam beatitudinis, sic est aliquid creatum”). The 

same point is also made in STh I, q. 26, a. 3. Thus happiness, in its object, is God; as a 

created good, human beatitude or happiness is the human activity in which one attains 
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one loves oneself, and thus God is not to be loved principally 
for the sake of the happiness he brings one. 
 My view is that, for Aquinas, God himself, and not 
happiness—not a human being’s attainment of God—is strictly 
speaking the ultimate end of the moral life. For this reason, the 
best thing any human being can do—in heaven or on earth, 
naturally or supernaturally—is to love God, for in this way he is 
accorded his rightful place of being the end of one’s life. 
Nevertheless, one who loves God cannot be happy, cannot be 
fully at rest, unless he is united to the God whom he loves, and 
this can only take place insofar as he attains God by knowing 
him. Thus happiness—which is a human being’s ultimate end in 
the restricted sense of bringing to rest his love of desire—
consists in knowing God. Yet God himself is a greater good 
than the human person’s knowledge of him (even if this 
knowledge be that of the beatific vision), and so the act of 
loving God, which directs one away from his finite act of 
knowing God and towards the infinite good of God himself, is 
better than the act of knowledge that it informs. But this does 
not make loving God a human being’s end, in either sense of 
end; God is the end, and love is the human being’s best act 
simply because it puts him in the proper relation to this end. 
 One final note of introduction: Aquinas claims that “love 
God with the love of friendship, with all your heart, above even 
yourself,” is a self-evident principle of natural law.8 I intend to 

                                                 
God, who is thus the object which specifies the activity. See also section II of this article, 

and n. 29 below. I wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for helping me to clarify 

Aquinas’s different uses of the term beatitudo. 

 8 STh I-II, q. 100, a. 3, obj. 1 and ad 1. But he also holds that God’s existence is not 

self-evident, and in fact can only be demonstrated with much effort, and at the end of a 

very long process of philosophical investigation (STh I, q. 1, a. 1; q. 2, a. 1). The 

concept of the common good is key to clearing up this seeming contradiction. Aquinas 

consistently argues that God is naturally loved above all things with the love of 

friendship on the basis of the claim that God is the common good of the universe, and 

every part of a community naturally loves the common good above its own individual 

good. See STh I, q. 60, a. 5; II-II, q. 26, a. 3; I-II, q. 109, a. 3; Q. D. De Spe, a. 1, ad 9; 

Quodl. I, q. 4, a. 3; III Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 3. Cf. II Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 1. For a very 

good discussion of this central idea in Aquinas’s moral theory, see Thomas M. Osborne, 

Jr., Love of Self and Love of God in Thirteenth-Century Ethics (Notre Dame: University 
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shed light on how radically Aquinas intends this claim. For 
Aquinas, although moral education begins with a consideration 
of where happiness can truly be found, the natural law demands 
of the mature moral agent a radical recentering of his life. While 
it is indeed the case that the human person finds his happiness 
through loving and knowing God, he will not find complete 
happiness unless he recenters his life on God, rather than on 
himself and his own excellence or perfection or happiness. This 
recentering cannot itself be done for the sake of happiness, 
otherwise it would undercut itself. It consists in falling totally in 
love with God. The moral life can thus be expressed in a 
paradox: one will not find one’s life unless one loses it.9 When 
this is understood, Aquinas’s theory becomes immune to the 
common self-centeredness objections to virtue ethics and to 
those forms of natural law theory that, like Aquinas’s, integrate 
eudaimonic, virtue-ethical considerations into their basic 
structure. 
 

I. FIRST THESIS: 
IT IS BETTER TO LOVE GOD THAN TO KNOW HIM 

 
 Aquinas takes up the question of whether the intellect or the 
will is a higher power in a number of texts, spanning his career. 
His answer is always the same in essentials. He addresses this 
question in his Commentary on the Sentences,10 in De veritate,11 

                                                 
of Notre Dame Press, 2005), esp. Introduction and chap. 3. Aquinas also maintains that 

it belongs to the essence of law that it direct one towards the common good (STh I-II, 

q. 90, a. 2). He is thus maintaining that it is a self-evident precept of the natural law that 

one love the common good above one’s own individual good. Once one comes to 

know—or believe—that God is the common good, then that self-evident precept is 

further specified as “love God above all things, even yourself.” 

 9 A further argument would be required to explicate how this recentering might be 

accomplished. The complicated relationship between the natural and supernatural moral 

lives in Aquinas’s thought would have to be carefully delineated. Ultimately, given the 

human being’s fallen condition, healing grace is needed: see STh I-II, q. 109, a. 3. 

 10 III Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 4. “A twofold perfection is found in all things: one, by 

which a thing subsists in itself; another, by which it is ordered to other things. . . . It is 

evident, therefore, that knowledge pertains to the perfection of the knower by which he 

is made perfect in himself, whereas the will pertains to a thing’s perfection as regards its 
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and again in the Prima pars. He frames the comparison using a 
number of different adjectives. He speaks of either the intellect 
or the will—or their acts, knowledge and love—as being 
“higher (altior),” or as being “nobler (nobilior),” or “more emi-
nent (eminentior),” or “more worthy (dignior),” or simply 
“better (melior).” 
 In the text from the Prima pars (q. 82, a. 3) Aquinas states: 
 
The action of the intellect consists in this: that the ratio of that which is 
understood is in the one who understands, while the act of the will is 
perfected by this: that the will is inclined to the thing itself as it is in itself. 
And therefore the Philosopher says in the Metaphysics that good and evil, 
which are objects of the will, are in things, but truth and falsity, which are 
objects of the intellect, are in the mind. When, therefore, the thing in which 
there is good is nobler than the soul itself, in which lies the understood ratio, 
by comparison with such a thing the will is higher than the intellect. But when 
the thing which is good is less noble than the soul, then even in comparison 
with that thing the intellect is higher than the will. Therefore the love of God is 
better [melior] than the knowledge of God; but, on the contrary, the 

                                                 
order to other things. And so, the object of the knowing power is the true, which exists 

in the soul, as the Philosopher says in Metaphysics VI, while the object of the appetitive 

power is the good, which exists in things, as is said in the same place. The knowing 

power can thus be compared to the appetitive power in three ways. . . . Third, they can 

be compared according to eminence or dignity: and in this way they are related in such 

a way that each exceeds the other. For, if intellect and will and the things that pertain to 

them be considered as properties and accidents of that being in which they exist, 

intellect is pre-eminent, along with what pertains to it. If, on the other hand, they be 

considered as powers—that is, according to the order they have to acts and objects—the 

will takes precedence, along with what pertains to it. But if it be asked which of these is 

worthier simply speaking, it should be said, to begin the answer, that there are things 

superior to the soul and things inferior to it. Accordingly, since through willing and 

loving man is, in a way, drawn into the very things willed and loved, whereas through 

knowledge, on the contrary, things known are made to be in the knower by way of their 

likenesses, it follows that with respect to things above the soul, love is nobler and higher 

than knowledge, but with respect to things below the soul, knowledge is preferable. 

Whence also it is good to know many things which it is bad to love.” For those passages 

from the Commentary on the Sentences which it includes, I have used the translation of 

Peter Kwasniewski, Thomas Bolin, O.S.B., and Joseph Bolin (On Love and Charity: 

Readings from the “Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard” [Washington, 

D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008]), although I have generally 

altered it, as in this instance. The present text is found on pp. 139-41. 

 11 See below, n. 14. 



 KNOWING GOD AND LOVING GOD 587 
 

knowledge of corporeal things is better than the love of them. Absolutely, 
however, the intellect is nobler than the will.12 

 

 The primary principle here is that knowledge, the intellect’s 
act, takes place insofar as the thing known (or its species) comes 
to exist in the intellect, whereas love, the will’s act, directs the 
lover outwards towards the beloved as it is in itself. In a similar 
text from the Secunda secundae (q. 23, a. 6, ad 1, addressing the 
question of whether charity is the most excellent of virtues), the 
argument is elaborated with the explicit statement of a second 
principle: “Those things which are beneath the soul are more 
excellent in the soul than they are in themselves, because a thing 
is in something [else] according to the mode of that in which it 
is (De Causis xii). On the other hand, things that are above the 
soul are more excellent in themselves than they are in the 
soul.”13 

 
 12 STh I, q. 82, a. 3 (Leon. ed., 5:299), emphasis added: “Actio intellectus consistit in 

hoc quod ratio rei intellectae est in intelligente; actus vero voluntatis perficitur in hoc 

quod voluntas inclinatur ad ipsam rem prout in se est. Et ideo Philosophus dicit, in VI 

Metaphys., quod bonum et malum, quae sunt obiecta voluntatis, sunt in rebus; verum et 

falsum, quae sunt obiecta intellectus, sunt in mente. Quando igitur res in qua est bonum, 

est nobilior ipsa anima, in qua est ratio intellecta; per comparationem ad talem rem, 

voluntas est altior intellectu. Quando vero res in qua est bonum, est infra animam; tunc 

etiam per comparationem ad talem rem, intellectus est altior voluntate. Unde melior est 

amor Dei quam cognitio: e contrario autem melior est cognitio rerum corporalium 

quam amor. Simpliciter tamen intellectus est nobilior quam voluntas.” I have used the 

translation of the Fathers of the English Dominican Province throughout (Summa 

Theologica [New York: Benziger Brothers, 1948]), although I have altered it at times. 

 13 STh II-II, q. 23, a. 6, ad 1 (Leon. ed., 8:170): “Ea autem quae sunt infra animam 

nobiliori modo sunt in anima quam in seipsis, quia unumquodque est in aliquo per 

modum eius in quo est, ut habetur in libro de Causis: quae vero sunt supra animam 

nobiliori modo sunt in seipsis quam sint in anima.” The objection argued that the virtue 

of faith is more excellent than charity. Aquinas’s response runs in full as follows: “The 

operation of the intellect is completed by the thing understood being in the intellectual 

subject, so that the excellence of the intellectual operation is assessed according to the 

measure of the intellect. On the other hand, the operation of the will and of every 

appetitive power is completed in the tendency of the appetite towards a thing as its 

term, wherefore the excellence of the appetitive operation is gauged according to the 

thing which is the object of the operation. Those things, however, which are beneath the 

soul are more excellent in the soul than they are in themselves, because a thing is in 

something [else] according to the mode of that in which it is (De Causis xii). On the 
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 Thus when a reality is far superior to the human soul, loving 
it is better than knowing it. This is the case above all with God: 
it is better, higher, and nobler to love God than to know him. 
As Aquinas says in De veritate, “the divine goodness itself is 
more perfectly in God Himself as He is desired by the will than 
it is participated in us as known by the intellect.”14 God exists in 

                                                 
other hand, things that are above the soul are more excellent in themselves than they are 

in the soul. Consequently it is better to know than to love the things that are beneath us, 

for which reason the Philosopher gave the preference to the intellectual virtues over the 

moral virtues (Ethic. x. 7, 8), whereas the love of the things that are above us, especially 

of God, ranks before the knowledge of such things. Therefore charity is more excellent 

than faith.” 

 14 De Verit., q. 22, a. 11 (Leon. ed., 22.3.1:639): “Ipsa divina bonitas perfectius est 

in Deo ipso prout a voluntate desideratur quam sit participate in nobis prout ab 

intellectu cognoscitur.” The broader context is as follows: “The perfection and dignity 

of the intellect consists in this, that the species of the thing which is understood is in the 

intellect itself, since in this way it actually understands, and from this its whole dignity is 

seen. The nobility of the will and of its act, however, consists in this, that the soul is 

directed to some noble thing in the very existence which that thing has in itself. Now it 

is more perfect, simply and absolutely speaking, to have within oneself the nobility of 

another thing than to be related to a noble thing outside oneself. Hence, if the will and 

the intellect are considered absolutely, and not with reference to this or that particular 

thing, they have this order, that the intellect is simply more excellent than the will. But 

it may happen that to be related in some way to some noble thing is more excellent than 

to have its nobility within oneself. This is the case, for instance, when the nobility of 

that thing is possessed in a way much inferior to that in which the thing has it within 

itself. But if the nobility of one thing is in another just as nobly or more nobly than it is 

in the thing to which it belongs, then without doubt that which has the nobility of that 

thing within itself is nobler than that which is related in any way whatsoever to that 

noble thing. Now the intellect takes on the forms of things superior to the soul in a way 

inferior to that which they have in the things themselves; for the intellect receives things 

after its own fashion, as is said in The Causes. And for the same reason the forms of 

things inferior to the soul, such as corporeal things, are more noble in the soul than in 

the things themselves. The intellect can accordingly be compared to the will in three 

ways: (1) Absolutely and in general, without any reference to this or that particular 

thing. In this way the intellect is more excellent than the will, just as it is more perfect to 

possess what there is of dignity in a thing than merely to be related to its nobility. 

(2) With regard to material and sensible things. In this way again the intellect is simply 

nobler than the will. For example, to know a stone intellectually is nobler than to will it, 

because the form of the stone is in the intellect, inasmuch as it is known by the intellect, 

in a nobler way than it is in itself as desired by the will. (3) With reference to divine 

things, which are superior to the soul. In this way to will is more excellent than to 

understand, as to will God or to love Him is more excellent than to know Him. This is 
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a higher way in himself than he does in the human intellect 
which knows him. Therefore it is better to be directed towards 
him as he is in himself through love than to have him in one’s 
intellect through knowledge. Those things that are inferior to 
the human person, however, exist in a higher way in the human 
intellect than in themselves. It is better to know a stone than to 
love it. 
 One might object, however, that Aquinas can only mean that 
loving God is better than knowing him while in this life, due to 
the limitations of the human ability to know God in the way-
faring state.15 We cannot, Aquinas says, know what God is in 
this life, only that he is, but it is specifically the vision of God’s 
essence that is held to be a human being’s ultimate end.16 End 
has the notion of good, and the ultimate end, knowing God in 
heaven, must therefore be the highest good. Yet the intensity of 
the future beatific vision will correspond to the degree of love 
one has now, making charity one’s most important moral 
concern in the present life.17 
 This objection is of obvious relevance to the interpretation of 
Aquinas’s moral theology, but it has relevance for the inter-
pretation of his moral philosophy as well. Many interpreters of 
Aquinas hold that the beatific vision is the ultimate goal only of 
the specifically Christian, supernatural moral life, as distin-
guished from the natural moral life which philosophy studies. 
On the natural level, natural happiness—which is attainable in 
this life and consists preeminently in knowing, that is, in 
philosophical contemplation of God—is the ultimate end of the 

                                                 
because the divine goodness itself is more perfectly in God Himself as He is desired by 

the will than it is participated in us as known by the intellect.” Translations of De 

veritate are taken from Truth, trans. Robert W. Mulligan, S.J., James V. McGlynn, S.J., 

and Robert W. Schmidt, S.J. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), although I have altered the 

translation at times. 

 15 Aquinas says in the Secunda secundae that “to love God is something greater than 

to know Him, especially [maxime] in this state of life” (“Dilectio Dei est maius aliquid 

quam eius cognitio, maxime secundum statum viae” [STh II-II, q. 27, a. 4, ad 2 (Leon. 

ed., 8:227), emphasis added.]) Perhaps even this text implies that it is still better in 

patria, albeit less so. 

 16 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 8. 

 17 STh I, q. 12, a. 6; I-II, q. 5, aa. 2 and 7; q. 114, a. 4; II-II, q. 2, a. 9; q. 24, a. 4.  
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moral life and thus more important than loving God.18 Thus the 
superiority of the love of God over the knowledge of God 
would be restricted to the supernatural moral life, and only to 
the wayfaring state. 
 If, however, loving God is better than even the beatific 
vision,19 then a fortiori it is better than any knowledge we might 
have of him on earth. Furthermore, the superiority of love over 
knowledge cannot, in that case, be based on its instrumentality 
in attaining the beatific vision. Loving God will be, simply 
speaking, better than knowing him, and thus the love of God 

 
 18 For an overview of the debate over the relationship between the human being’s 

natural and supernatural last ends, see Christopher M. Cullen, S.J., “The Natural Desire 

for God and Pure Nature: A Debate Renewed,” American Catholic Philosophical 

Quarterly 86 (2012): 705-30. 

 19 One could object to the distinction that I am making between the beatific vision 

and the love for God that the blessed will have in heaven. Aquinas speaks of a human 

being’s ultimate supernatural happiness as fruitio, a word which, according to him, 

names the will’s delight in being united to God through the intellect’s vision of his 

essence (I Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 1; see also STh I-II, q. 3, a. 1; q. 4, a. 3; q. 11, a. 1, co. and 

ad 1; q. 11, a. 3, ad 3). It is impossible, Aquinas says, for anyone beholding the divine 

essence not to love God fully (STh I-II, q. 4, a. 4; I, q. 60, a. 5, ad 5), or not to delight 

completely in his presence (STh I-II, q. 4, a. 1), and the love of God through charity is 

what disposes us to receive the beatific vision. All of this indicates that love and 

knowledge are intricately interrelated in heavenly beatitude. However, while love and 

knowledge are surely inseparable in one who enjoys the beatific vision, Aquinas makes 

clear distinctions between the acts of the will and the act of the intellect in that state. 

The will has an act, first, of love, whose object (in this case God) can be either present 

or absent. When the object is absent, the act of love leads to an act of desire. When the 

object is present (as in the beatific vision), the act of love leads to an act of delight (STh 

I-II, q. 3, a. 4; q. 25, a. 2; cf. q. 12, a. 1, ad 4), which fruitio properly denominates, 

while implying both visio and comprehensio (I Sent., d. 1, q. 1, a. 1; STh I-II, q. 4, a. 3). 

The object has to be made present, Aquinas argues, by some act other than an act of the 

will. In this case, it is the intellect’s act of vision of the divine essence in which 

happiness, strictly speaking, consists (IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 1, sol. 2 and 3; a. 2, sol. 2, 

ad 3; STh I-II, q. 3, aa. 4 and 8). Moreover, the delight or fruitio that follows from the 

vision of the divine essence is less important than the vision itself, which is an act of the 

intellect (STh I-II, q. 4, a. 2, co., ad 1, and ad 3). The will’s act of love, however, is 

better and higher than the intellect’s act of vision, as I argue in this section. Thus 

Aquinas distinguishes and even ranks, but does not separate these acts (love, knowledge, 

and delight, in that order) in the one who enjoys heavenly beatitude. 
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will be best even in the natural moral life, whether or not the 
human being is naturally ordered to the beatific vision.20  
 Aquinas does, in fact, provide a strong indication that loving 
God is better than even the knowledge of the beatific vision 
when he discusses the hierarchy of the angels in the Prima pars. 
His discussion is based on two delineations of the different 
ranks of angels, found in St. Gregory the Great and in Pseudo-
Dionysius. The highest rank, according to both authors, is that 
of the Seraphim, and the second highest rank according to both 
is that of the Cherubim. Aquinas says in question 108, article 5 
that 
 
the name Seraphim does not come from charity only, but from the excess of 
charity, expressed by the word ardour or fire. Hence Dionysius (Cael. Hier. 
vii) expounds the name Seraphim according to the properties of fire, 
containing an excess of heat. Now in fire we may consider three things. First, 
the movement which is upwards and continuous. This signifies that they are 
borne inflexibly towards God. Secondly, the active force which is heat . . . 
whereby is signified the action of these angels, exercised powerfully upon 
those who are subject to them, rousing them to a like fervor, and cleansing 
them wholly by their heat. Thirdly, we consider in fire the quality of clarity, 
or brightness; which signifies that these angels have in themselves an 
inextinguishable light, and that they also perfectly enlighten others. In the 
same way the name Cherubim comes from a certain excess of knowledge; 
hence it is interpreted fullness of knowledge, which Dionysius (Cael. Hier. vii) 
expounds in regard to four things: the perfect vision of God (perfectam Dei 
visionem); the full reception of the Divine Light; their contemplation in God 
Himself of the beauty of the Divine order; and in regard to the fact that 
possessing this knowledge fully, they pour it forth copiously upon others.21  

 
 In article 6, which asks whether the ranks of the angels are 
properly assigned, the third objection argues that “knowledge 
comes before love, and intellect is higher than will. Therefore 
the order of Cherubim seems to be higher than the Seraphim.” 
In response Aquinas advances the very same argument he used 
before to argue that loving God is better than knowing him: 

 
 20 Indeed, Aquinas speaks not primarily of charity (caritas) but of love (amor or 

dilectio) in general in his texts on the superiority of loving God, and thus he does not 

restrict his claim to the supernatural level. 

 21 STh I, q. 108, a. 5, ad 5. 



592 DANIEL SHIELDS 
 

As explained above, knowledge takes place according as the thing known is in 
the knower, but love according as the lover is united to the object loved. Now 
higher things are in a nobler way in themselves than in lower things; whereas 
lower things are in higher things in a nobler way than they are in themselves. 
Therefore to know lower things is better than to love them; and loving the 
higher things, God above all, excels knowing them.22 

 
 The conclusion is that it is appropriate to rank the Seraphim, 
whose name is connected to love, above the Cherubim, whose 
name is connected to knowledge. Since the Seraphim and the 
Cherubim both enjoy the beatific vision,23 it cannot be due only 

 
 22 STh I, q. 108, a. 6, obj. 3 and ad 3 (Leon. ed., 5:501, 502-3): “Scientia est prior 

quam amor; et intellectus videtur esse altior quam voluntas. Ergo et ordo Cherubim 

videtur esse altior quam ordo Seraphim. . . . Ad tertium dicendum quod, sicut supra 

dictum est, cognitio est secundum quod cognita sunt in cognoscente; amor autem, 

secundum quod amans unitur rei amatae. Superiora autem nobiliori modo sunt in seipsis 

quam in inferioribus: inferiora vero nobiliori modo in superioribus quam in seipsis. Et 

ideo inferiorum quidem cognitio praeeminet dilectioni: superiorum autem dilectio, et 

praecipue Dei, praeeminet cognitioni.” 

 23 It has been suggested to me that the connection between the names of the 

Seraphim and Cherubim and their respective ranks might be based only on their natural 

condition, abstracting from the beatific vision which is a gift of grace. In this way the 

superiority of the knowledge of the beatific vision over the love of God might be 

maintained. Aquinas, however, says in the fourth article of the same question 108 that 

the orders of the angels are distinguished both on a natural and on a supernatural level. 

Indeed, the entirety of his discussion in question 108 seems concerned primarily with 

the angels in their supernatural condition. In his explanation of the name of the 

Cherubim in article 5, he speaks of them as having the “perfect vision of God [perfectam 

Dei visionem]” and speaks of “their contemplation in God Himself of the beauty of the 

Divine order [in ipso Deo contemplantur pulchritudinem ordinis rerum a Deo 

derivatam].” Aquinas states in the body of article 6 (on the relative position of the 

different orders) that “the Cherubim know the Divine secrets supereminently; and the 

Seraphim excel in what is the supreme excellence of all, in being united to God 

Himself.” Hence the discussion of the names and ranks of the angels presupposes that 

they already enjoy the beatific vision. Furthermore, Aquinas also states in the same 

respondeo that Dionysius’s “explanation of the orders is quite a reasonable one. For the 

highest in an inferior order always has affinity to the lowest in the higher order; as the 

lowest animals are near to the plants. Now the first order is that of the Divine Persons, 

which terminates in the Holy Spirit, Who is Love proceeding, with Whom the highest 

order of the first hierarchy has affinity, denominated as it is from the fire of love.” This 

should make it quite clear that the superiority of the Seraphim over the Cherubim, 

arising from the superiority of love for God over knowledge of him, is absolute and 

essential and not predicated on the absence of the supernatural beatific vision. 
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to a limitation of the wayfaring state that loving God is higher 
than knowing him. Simply speaking, it is better for creatures to 
love God than to know him. 
 

II. SECOND THESIS:  
KNOWING GOD, AND NOT LOVING HIM, IS A HUMAN BEING’S 

ULTIMATE END 
 
 Such a position, however, seems inconsistent with Aquinas’s 
discussion of happiness and the ultimate end, prominently 
placed at the beginning of the moral part of the Summa 
theologiae, as the first five questions of the Prima secundae. 
Aquinas begins with the ultimate end because ends serve as 
principles for practical reason. He argues that a human person’s 
ultimate end is, in one sense, God, and, in another sense, the 
vision of God’s essence in heaven. Both can be spoken of as a 
person’s true ultimate end, just as the miser takes money for his 
end in one sense, but in another sense the possession of 
money.24 I will refer to these two senses, respectively, as end in 
the sense of object and end in the sense of attainment. 
 Aquinas argues that a person’s ultimate end in the sense of 
object can only be God, because he alone is the fullness of 
goodness, leaving nothing left to be desired, while everything 
else is a partial good, lacking in some way.25 A human being’s 
ultimate end in the sense of attainment, however, is the vision 
of God’s essence, for a human being is united to God by means 
of the intellect. Since the object of the intellect is the essence of 
a reality, in order to reach God by means of the intellect one 
must behold God’s essence. Unless we know what God is, our 
desire remains always unfulfilled. If we know that God is (and 
that he is the fullness of goodness) and yet never come to know 
what he is, we cannot be satisfied and so cannot have attained 
our ultimate end.26 

 
 24 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 8. 

 25 STh I-II, q. 2, a. 8. 

 26 STh I-II, q. 3, aa. 4 and 8; see also q. 3, a. 2, ad. 4. Aquinas’s position contrasts 

with that of Bonaventure who, while agreeing that God is the ultimate end of human 

life and similarly distinguishing between end as object and end as attainment, holds that 
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 Early in these five questions Aquinas states that the human 
person desires everything that he desires for the sake of his 
ultimate end.27 Aquinas further states that “as to the notion of 
the ultimate end, all agree in desiring the ultimate end, since all 
desire the fulfillment of their perfection, and it is in this that the 
ultimate end consists.”28 It might, then, seem that the ultimate 
end in the sense of attainment is more ultimate than the 
ultimate end in the sense of object. Are we not perfected 
precisely by attaining God, not just by his mere existence?  
 Aquinas explicitly states that, strictly speaking, happiness is a 
human being’s ultimate end in the sense of attainment (“for 
happiness names the attainment of the ultimate end”).29 It 
cannot consist in an act of the will and must consist instead in 
an act of the speculative intellect. 
 
Happiness is the attainment of the ultimate end. [Beatitudo est consecutio finis 
ultimi.] But the attainment of the end does not consist in the act of the will 
itself. For the will is directed to the end, both absent, when it desires it, and 
present, when it is delighted by resting in it. Now it is evident that the desire 
itself of the end is not the attainment of the end, but is a movement towards 
the end, while delight comes to the will from the end being present; and a 
thing, conversely, is not made present by the fact that the will delights in it. 
Therefore, that the end be present to him who desires it must be due to 
something else than an act of the will. . . . Therefore, the essence of happiness 
consists in an act of the intellect. [Igitur essentia beatitudinis in actu intellectus 
consistit.]30 

                                                 
God is attained principally by means of charity, rather than by means of knowledge 

(Bonaventure, II Sent., d. 38, a. 1, q. 2, co., ad 5, and ad 6). Happiness thus consists 

primarily in an act of the will for Bonaventure, while it consists in an act of the intellect 

for Aquinas. 

 27 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 6. 

 28 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 7. 

 29 STh I-II, q. 1, a. 8, ad 1, 2, 3 (Leon. ed., 6:16): “Beatitudo nominat adeptionem 

ultimi finis” (emphasis added). See also STh I-II, q. 3, a. 4. 

 30 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 4 (Leon. ed., 6:29). See also q. 3, a. 5. The Franciscan William de 

la Mare, in his Correctorium fratris Thomae, and more or less in agreement with 

Bonaventure (see above, n. 26), criticizes this article of Aquinas’s Prima secundae and 

argues that happiness—the attainment of the ultimate end, God—consists most 

essentially in an act of the will, not an act of the intellect (Les premières polémiques 

thomistes: I. — Le correctorium corruptorii “Quare,” ed. P. Glorieux [Le Saulchoir, 

Kain: Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques, 1927], 209-11). He claims 
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 Since, then, one orders everything to his ultimate end, and 
his ultimate end is the knowledge of God’s essence, it seems 
impossible for it to be a better thing to love God than to know 
him. Good has the notion of an end, and the highest good must 
therefore be the ultimate end. If the human person’s ultimate 
end is the knowledge of God, then it seems that loving God 
must be ordered to knowing him, and that knowing God must 
be higher and better than loving him. 
 
III. A QUALIFICATION ON THE DISCUSSION OF THE HUMAN 

BEING’S ULTIMATE END 
 
 In order to reconcile these two threads of Aquinas’s thought, 
we must first note a passage from within his discussion of the 
ultimate end in the Prima secundae. In question 2, article 7, 
Aquinas makes an important but easily overlooked qualification 
to his whole discussion of the ultimate end. The article in 
question asks whether happiness consists in some good of the 
soul. The second objection, arguing the affirmative, runs as 
follows: 
 
We love that one for whom we desire good more than the good that we desire 
for him; thus we love a friend for whom we desire money more than we love 
the money. But whatever good a man desires, he desires it for himself. 
Therefore he loves himself more than all other goods. Now happiness is what 
is loved above all, which is evident from the fact that for its sake all else is 

                                                 
that a human being’s happiness must consist in his highest goodness (summum bonum 

rationalis creaturae), and the human being’s goodness consists in the act of his will 

(presumably because it is by the disposition of his will that a human being is principally 

called good or bad, virtuous or vicious). He fails to take into account Aquinas’s thesis 

that loving God is better than knowing God (and thus better than happiness), even 

though the Correctorium also contains a criticism of q. 82, a. 3 of Aquinas’s Prima pars, 

where Aquinas states that loving God is better than knowing him. (William argues there 

that the will is simply speaking, even without regard to specific objects, higher than the 

intellect, and he hardly acknowledges Aquinas’s point that loving God is better than 

knowing him [ibid., 161-63.]) The Thomist Dominican Richard Knapwell, in his 

rejoinder to William’s criticism of q. 3, a. 4, presents charity in terms that seem to 

render it primarily a means to arriving at the beatific vision in the next life. He thus 

seems to himself also fail to fully appreciate Aquinas’s position (ibid., 215, but see also 

165). 
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loved and desired. Therefore happiness consists in some good of man himself, 
not, however, in goods of the body. Therefore [happiness consists] in goods of 
the soul.31 

 
 The point of the objection is that man is said to desire 
everything for his own benefit, that is, for himself. He is thus 
his own ultimate end. But he is not born sufficient unto himself, 
and so what he is seeking as his ultimate end is to be in a certain 
way; he seeks to have some accidental perfection inhere in him. 
Thus happiness, which he seeks, is some immanent perfection 
inhering in his soul. Therefore happiness consists in goods of 
the soul. In the body of the article, Aquinas distinguishes once 
again between ultimate end in the sense of object and in the 
sense of attainment—the latter of which (happiness) is an 
accidental good inhering in the soul, and the former of which is 
not. However, what interests us most is Aquinas’s response to 
this objection: 
 
Happiness is loved above all, as the good desired [concupitum], whereas a 
friend is loved as that one for whom good is desired, and thus, too, man loves 
himself. Consequently it is not the same kind of love in both cases. As to 
whether man loves anything to a greater degree than himself with the love of 
friendship [amore amicitiae], there will be occasion to inquire when we treat 
of charity.32 

 
 Aquinas is alluding here to a distinction he develops in detail 
later, in questions 26 through 28 of the Prima secundae, a dis-
tinction between the love of desire (amor concupiscentiae) and 
the love of friendship (amor amicitiae).33 He sometimes refers 

 
 31 STh I-II, q. 2, a. 7, obj. 2. Aquinas does not explicitly endorse the proposition that 

whatever man desires he desires for himself, but rather leaves it as an open question 

here. As will be made clear, he does not make the human being his own ultimate end. 

 32 STh I-II, q. 2, a. 7, ad 2 (Leon. ed., 6:23): “Beatitudo maxime amatur tanquam 

bonum concupitum: amicus autem amatur tanquam id cui concupiscitur bonum; et sic 

etiam homo amat seipsum. Unde non est eadem ratio amoris utrobique. Utrum autem 

amore amicitiae aliquid homo supra se amet, erit locus considerandi cum de caritate 

agetur.” 

 33 The love of desire is not desire, but it does give rise to desire when the loved 

object is not possessed, and to delight when the loved object is possessed. Similarly, the 
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to the latter as the love of benevolence (amor benevolentiae). 
What is loved with the love of desire is desired as good for 
someone. The one for whom some good is desired, whether it 
be oneself or somebody else, is loved with the love of friend-
ship.34 The love of friendship is the principle of the love of 
desire,35 for we only desire some good for somebody because 
we love that person himself. The willing of someone’s good, 
however, is not the essence of the love of friendship but rather 
its principal act.36 The love of friendship consists essentially in a 
union of affection with another such that one regards the other 
as another self. Due to such a union of affection, however, one 
is led both to desire the other’s good and to desire to be in his 
presence.37 
 The passage just quoted from question 2 indicates that, in 
the discussion of the ultimate end at the beginning of the Prima 
secundae, only the ultimate object of the love of desire is deter-
mined.38 It is left as an open question who is to be loved most 
with the love of friendship, which means that it is an open 
question for whose sake the ultimate end discussed there is 

                                                 
love of friendship is not friendship, but it does give rise to friendship when the love is 

returned and both persons are aware of their love for each other. 

 34 On Aquinas’s account of the two kinds of love and their relationship, see David 

Gallagher, “Desire for Beatitude and Love of Friendship in Thomas Aquinas,” 

Mediaeval Studies 58 (1996): 1-47, esp. 13-18; idem, “Person and Ethics,” 56-62. Janice 

L. Schultz contends, contrary to Gallagher, that the love of friendship is only operative 

in morally good actions and not also in morally bad actions. She argues that Aquinas 

almost never uses the term “love of friendship” in anything but a positive context 

(Janice L. Schultz, “Love of Friendship and the Perfection of Finite Persons,” in 

Medieval Masters: Essays in Memory of Msgr. E. A. Synan, Thomistic Papers VII, ed. R. 

E. Houser [Houston: The Center for Thomistic Studies, 1999], 209-32).  However, 

Gallagher’s usage is perfectly correct, as the term “love of friendship” is used in 

different senses, of which the one Gallagher uses is the most philosophically 

fundamental, even if it is not the most immediate. Guy Mansini very carefully sorts out 

Aquinas’s various usages of the term in “Duplex Amor and the Structure of Love in 

Aquinas,” in Thomistica, ed. Eugène Manning, Recherches de théologie ancienne et 

mediévale, Supplementa 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 137-96; see esp. 187-89. 

 35 STh I-II, q. 26, a. 4. 

 36 STh II-II, q. 27, a. 3. 

 37 STh I-II, q. 28, a. 1, co. and ad 2. 

 38 Gallagher uses this text to make the same point in “Person and Ethics,” 63 n. 40. 
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ultimately desired. The whole character of Aquinas’s moral 
philosophy hinges on the answer to this question. 
 But Aquinas says in many places, including in the treatment 
of charity in the Summa theologiae, that both naturally and 
supernaturally man loves God with the love of friendship even 
more than man loves himself with the love of friendship.39 In 
fact, Aquinas says that God is loved more with the love of 
friendship than with the love of desire, because God is a greater 
good in himself than is our perfection in attaining him.40 Be-
cause of the fall, a human being’s will is unnaturally fixated on 
himself unless it is healed by grace,41 but it is still, in a norma-
tive sense, natural for a human being to love God more than 
himself with the love of friendship, and both charity and natural 
virtue build on this natural foundation.42 This is why according 
to Aquinas the first great commandment of the natural law, the 
principle of the Decalogue, is “Love God with all your heart.”43 

 
 39 See the texts listed above in n. 8. In all of these texts, Aquinas bases his argument 

on the premise that God is the common good of the universe. There is, of course, a vast 

literature on the problem of love in Aquinas, i.e., how and in what sense a human being 

can be non-self-centered in Aquinas’s thought. See Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros, 

trans. Philip S. Watson (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982); Pierre 

Rousselot, The Problem of Love in the Middle Ages: A Historical Contribution, trans. 

Alan Vincelette, reviewed and corrected by Pol Vandevelde (Milwaukee: Marquette 

University Press, 2001); Louis-B. Geiger, Le problème de l’amour chez saint Thomas 

d’Aquin (Montreal: Institut d’études médiévales, 1952); Avital Wohlman, “Amour du 

bien propre et amour de soi dans la doctrine thomiste de l’amour,” Revue Thomiste 81 

(1981): 204-34; R. Mary Hayden, “The Paradox of Aquinas’s Altruism: From Self-Love 

to Love of Others,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 63 

(1989): 72-83; Gallagher, “Desire for Beatitude and Love of Friendship in Thomas 

Aquinas”; idem, “Thomas Aquinas on Self-Love as the Basis for Love of Others,” Acta 

Philosophica 8 (1999): 23-44. In this article I side-step the issue of how a human being 

can be non-self-centered. I merely focus on two of Aquinas’s explicit theses—that loving 

God is better than knowing him, and that a human being’s happiness (ultimate end in 

the sense of attainment) consists in an act of the intellect—and show that they can be 

reconciled by means of another explicit thesis of Aquinas: that one ought to love God 

more than himself with the love of friendship. 

 40 STh II-II, q. 26, a. 3, ad 3. 

 41 STh I-II, q. 109, a. 3. 

 42 STh I, q. 60, a. 1, ad 3. 

 43 STh I-II, q. 100, a. 3, obj. 1 and ad 1; q. 100, a. 6, co., obj. 1, and ad 1; q. 100, 

a. 5, co. and ad 1. 
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The natural law commands the human being to love God with 
the love of friendship more than he loves himself.44 
 
IV. HOW OBJECT AND ATTAINMENT ARE RELATED IN THE LOVE 

OF DESIRE AND THE LOVE OF FRIENDSHIP 
 
 As I have indicated, Aquinas distinguishes two senses of end 
in the opening discussion of the Prima secundae: the object and 
the attainment of the object. The miser’s end in the sense of 
object is money, and in the sense of attainment it is the 
possession of money. When something is loved with the love of 
desire or concupiscence, the object loved is ordered towards 
someone’s attainment of it. The external object is ordered 
towards the accidental perfection it can bring about in the 
subject.45 If one desires money out of a love of friendship for 
oneself, then the money is ordered towards one’s own 
possession and use of it. If one desires money out of a love of 
friendship for a friend, then the money is ordered towards one’s 
friend’s possession and use of it. 
 But it seems that for Aquinas exactly the opposite is the case 
when one loves someone with the love of friendship. The end in 
the sense of object takes priority over the end in the sense of 
attainment. When one loves a friend, one does want to know 
him well46 and to be with him—to attain real union with him by 
being in his presence and conversing with him.47 But the friend 
himself, who is the object of the love of friendship, is more 
important than being in the friend’s presence, that is, than the 
attainment of the object of the love of friendship. 

 
 44 On the claims in this paragraph, see Thomas Osborne, “The Augustinianism of 

Thomas Aquinas’s Moral Theory,” The Thomist 67 (2003): 279-305, esp. 283-89, as 

well as Osborne’s book, Love of Self and Love of God in Thirteenth-Century Ethics. On 

the last claim, see also R. Mary Hayden Lemmons, “Are the Love Precepts Really 

Natural Law’s Primary Precepts?” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical 

Association 66 (1992): 45-71; Gallagher, “The Role of God,” 1031-32. 

 45 See IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 1, sol. 2, quoted below. 

 46 STh I-II, q. 28, a. 2. 

 47 STh I-II, q. 28, a. 1, co. and ad 2. 
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 The object of the love of friendship takes priority over the 
attainment of the object of the love of friendship in at least two 
important senses. First, one is willing to forego, at least for a 
time,48 enjoying his friend’s presence in order to serve him. 
Aquinas says this explicitly in his Disputed Question on 
Charity.49 The text indicates that this is true of friendships of 
virtue, although not of friendships of pleasure (the latter of 
which are actually based on the love of desire rather than the 
love of friendship),50 and Aquinas goes on to apply this concept 
to the love of God through the virtue of charity. Those who 
love God little do not like praying. Those who love God more 
love to pray and are unwilling to stop praying. Those who love 

 
 48 See STh II-II, q. 27, a. 8, obj. 1 and ad 1; q. 26, a. 4; In Rom., c. 9, lect. 1. 

 49 De Carit., a. 11, ad 6 (Quaestiones Disputatae, vol. 2, ed. P. Bazzi, M. Calcaterra, 

T.S. Centi, E. Odetto, and P. M. Pession [10th ed.; Turin: Marietti, 1965], 783): “This is 

the difference between the friendships of virtue and of pleasure, that in the friendship of 

pleasure, the friend is loved for the sake of pleasure, but in the friendship of virtue the 

friend is loved for his own sake, while pleasure comes about as a consequence. It 

pertains to the perfection of the friendship of virtue, therefore, that a man abstain at 

times for the sake of his friend even from the delight which he has in his presence, while 

occupied in his service. According to this [kind] of friendship, therefore, he loves 

someone more who makes himself absent from his presence for the sake of his friend, 

than he who does not wish to part from his friend’s presence even for his friend’s sake. 

But if someone is freely or easily separated from his friend’s presence and is delighted 

more by other things, he is proved to love his friend either not at all or not enough. We 

can, therefore, consider these grades in charity. God is to be loved for his own sake 

most of all. Now there are certain people who are separated freely or without great 

distress from the freedom of divine contemplation so that they might be involved in 

earthly business, and little or no charity is manifested by these people. Certain people, 

however, are so delighted by the freedom of divine contemplation that they are not 

willing to give it up, even so that they might be subjected to divine service for the 

salvation of their neighbors. Certain people, however, ascend to such a height of charity 

that they forego even divine contemplation, although they are most greatly delighted by 

it, in order that they might serve God unto the salvation of their neighbors. And this 

perfection is apparent in Paul, who said in Romans 9:3: ‘I was wishing that I myself be 

anathema,’ that is, separated, ‘from Christ for my brothers.’ Again, Philippians 1:23-24: 

‘Having a desire to be dissolved and to be with Christ, to remain, however, in the flesh 

is necessary for you.’ And this perfection is proper to prelates, and preachers 

[praedicatorum], and any others who devote themselves to caring for the salvation of 

others” (my translation). Since Aquinas was a member of the Order of Preachers (Ordo 

Praedicatorum), we can see that this point must have been important to him. 

 50 STh I-II, q. 26, a. 4, ad 3; q. 27, a. 3. 
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God most love to pray but are willing to leave off praying to 
serve God by serving their neighbors.51 
 The second sense in which the object of the love of 
friendship takes priority over the attainment of the object is 
more subtle. If one loves someone, one will desire to know him 
and to be in his presence, and will regard being in his presence 
as good for oneself. But when one is in the presence of his 
friend, one’s intention and focus can be either on the good of 
being in his presence (how enjoyable it is, how perfective it is, 
etc.) or it can be on the friend himself. In short, one can desire 
to be in his friend’s presence either out of self-love, or out of 
love for his friend. 
 Aquinas himself uses such a distinction in the third book of 
his Commentary on the Sentences. He indicates that what 
differentiates the contemplative acts of the pagan philosophers 
from the contemplative acts of the saints is that the 

 
 51 To be precise, this example brings in a third sense of end, different from either 

end in the sense of object or end in the sense of attainment, namely, end in the sense of 

beneficiary: the one for whom something is acquired. Whenever the love of desire is 

operative, there is some beneficiary, and who this is is determined by the love of 

friendship. Aquinas delineates this third sense of end in ScG III, c. 18, and it is readily 

discernible in STh I-II, q. 26, a. 4; and q. 28, aa. 2 and 3. Since STh I-II, qq. 1-5 treats 

only of the ultimate object of the love of desire, and not of the ultimate object of the 

love of friendship, Aquinas does not need to distinguish this third sense of end there. In 

the love of friendship, all three senses of end are operative, since one both wants to 

know and be in the presence of (ends in the sense of attainment) one’s friend (end as 

object), and wants to acquire what is good for one’s friend for his own sake (end as 

beneficiary). However, end as object and end as beneficiary differ here only logically 

and not really, for the same friend is the end in both senses. God, however, cannot be 

an end in the sense of beneficiary strictly speaking, since he is absolutely perfect and 

self-sufficient and cannot be benefited in any way, as Aquinas states in ScG III, c. 18. 

There he simply denies that God is an end in the sense of beneficiary, but it seems 

necessary to hold, given what Aquinas says in De Carit., a. 11, ad 6 (quoted above, n. 

49), that God can be an end in the sense of beneficiary per accidens although not per se. 

For although God does not benefit from creatures, he acts so as to benefit the creatures 

themselves, and thus it is part of his providence that certain creatures attain certain 

ends. Thus one who, out of a love of friendship for God, spends time away from 

contemplation to benefit others so as to accomplish God’s ends, treats other people as 

ends in the sense of beneficiaries per se and God as an end in the sense of beneficiary per 

accidens (by relation to the creatures that are benefitted in accord with his will). 
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philosophers desired their own perfection as knowers while the 
saints love God himself: 
 
The contemplative life consists in the act of the cognitive power, chosen above 
other things by the affective [power]. But since operation is a certain mean 
between the one operating and the object—perfected, as it were, by the object 
by which it receives [its] species, and [itself] a perfection of the one 
operating—[therefore] the operation of the cognitive power can be desired for 
two reasons. In one way, insofar as it is a perfection of the knower, and such 
affection for the operation of the cognitive power proceeds from self-love. 
The affection of the philosophers in the contemplative life was of this kind. In 
another way, insofar as [the operation] is terminated at the object, and thus 
the desire for contemplation proceeds from love of the object, because where 
love [is], there [is] the eye. And in Matthew 6:21 [it says]: “Where your 
treasure is, there your heart is also.” And the contemplative life of the saints, 
concerning which we speak, possesses affection in this way.52 

 
 In summary, in the case of the love of concupiscence or 
desire, the end in the sense of object is ordered towards the end 
in the sense of attainment. But the reverse is the case in the love 
of friendship: the end in the sense of object takes priority over 
the end in the sense of attainment. 
 

V. HAPPINESS IS NOT A HUMAN BEING’S ULTIMATE END 
SIMPLICITER 

 
 This difference I have described between the two forms of 
love can be seen in its application to the subject of the human 

 
 52 III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, sol. 1 (Scriptum super libros Sententiarum magistri Petri 

Lombardi Episcopi Parisiensis, ed. Pierre Mandonnet [vols. 1–2] and Marie Fabien 

Moos [vols. 3–4] [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929–47], 3:1177–78): “Vita contemplativa 

consistit in actu cognitivae virtutis praeacceptatae per affectivam. — Sed cum operatio 

sit quodammodo media inter operantem et objectum, velut perfectio ipsius operantis et 

perfecta per objectum a quo speciem recipit, ex duplici parte potest operatio cognitivae 

affectari. Uno modo inquantum est perfectio cognoscentis; et talis affectatio operationis 

cognitivae procedit ex amore sui, et sic erat affectio in vita contemplativa Phil-

osophorum. Alio modo inquantum terminatur ad objectum; et sic contemplationis 

desiderium procedit ex amore objecti, quia ubi amor, ibi oculus; et Mat., VI, 21: ‘Ubi 

est thesaurus tuus, ibi est et cor tuum’; et sic habet affectionem vita contemplativa 

Sanctorum de qua loquimur” (my translation). See also STh II-II, q. 180, aa. 1 and 7; 

Gallagher, “Person and Ethics,” 69-70. 
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being’s ultimate end in the Commentary on the Sentences. One 
finds there that, for Aquinas, happiness is not a human being’s 
ultimate end simply speaking, but only in a restricted sense. In 
his commentary on book IV, distinction 49, question 1—which 
parallels his treatment of happiness in Prima secundae, ques-
tions 1-5—while discussing the question whether beatitude is 
created (a. 2, sol. 1, ad 3), he has the following to say: 
 
An object of love is of two kinds. There is an object that is loved in the 
manner of benevolence, when we will the good of another on account of 
himself, as we love our friends, even if nothing should come to us from them. 
And there is an object that is loved by the love of desire; and this is either a 
good that is within us, or because from it something good comes to be in us, 
as we love pleasure, or wine inasmuch as it produces pleasure. 

 
We can see here that Aquinas is implying that in the case of the 
love of desire or concupiscence the end in the sense of object, 
which is outside us—wine, for example—is ordered towards the 
end in the sense of attainment, which is an accidental perfection 
inhering in us—drinking wine, for example, or the pleasure this 
causes.  
 Aquinas continues in the same passage: “Now whatever is 
loved with a love of desire cannot be the ultimate object of love, 
since it is referred to the good of another (his, namely, who has 
a desire for it); but that which is loved by a love of benevolence 
can be the ultimate object of love.” Here Aquinas is indicating 
that the love of desire has the love of friendship as its principle, 
and that which is desired with the love of desire has, in some 
sense, the one who is loved with the love of friendship as its 
end. Aquinas continues: “Therefore the created beatitude that is 
within us is loved only by a love of desire; hence we refer the 
love of it to ourselves, and consequently we refer it to God, since 
we ought to refer even ourselves to God; and thus it cannot be 
the ultimate object of love” (emphasis added). The ultimate 
object of love, the ultimate end strictly speaking, has to be the 
object of the greatest love of friendship, and it is God who must 
be loved above all with the love of friendship. God, and not our 
happiness in attaining God, is the ultimate end simpliciter. 
Happiness, that is, the knowledge of God, is the ultimate object 
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only of the love of desire, and thus is only the ultimate end 
secundum quid. 
 Aquinas continues: 
 
Nevertheless it [i.e., created beatitude or happiness] is the ultimate object of 
desire by the very fact that it is the greatest good that comes to us from union 
with God, and so it is said to be sought or desired for its own sake [propter 
se]; for each signifies something ultimate among the things that are loved with 
a love of desire. For although God [Himself] is desired, it is the same to desire 
God [concupiscere Deum] [i.e., as distinct from loving Him with the love of 
friendship] and to desire the greatest of goods that come to us from God, just 
as it is the same to desire wine and to desire the effect of wine in us, say, 
pleasure.53  

 
 If God were our ultimate end only in the sense of an object 
of the love of desire, our own happiness—what we obtain from 
God—would be a more ultimate end than God himself. But, as 
already indicated, Aquinas says that God is to be loved more 
with the love of friendship than with the love of desire, and that 
God is to be loved with the love of friendship even more than 
one loves oneself with the love of friendship.54 Hence happi-

 
 53 IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 2, sol. 1, ad 3 (Kwasniewski et al, trans., On Love and 

Charity, 354-55; translation modified): “Duplex est diligibile: unum quod diligitur per 

modum benevolentiae, quando volumus bonum alicujus propter seipsum; sicut diligimus 

amicos, etiam si nihil ex eis nobis debeat accidere. Aliud quod diligitur dilectione 

concupiscentiae; et hoc est vel bonum quod in nobis est, vel quia ex eo in nobis aliquod 

bonum fit: sicut diligimus delectationem, vel vinum, inquantum facit delectationem. 

Quidquid autem diligitur dilectione concupiscentiae, non potest esse ultimum dilectum, 

cum ad bonum alterius referatur, ejus scilicet qui concupiscitur; sed illud quod diligitur 

amore benevolentiae, potest esse ultimum dilectum. Beatitudo ergo creata quae in nobis 

est, non diligitur nisi dilectione concupiscentiae; unde ejus dilectionem referimus ad nos, 

et per consequens referimus eam in Deum, cum et nos in Deum referre debeamus; et ita 

non potest esse ultimum dilectum; est tamen ultimum concupitum ex hoc ipso quod est 

maximum bonum, quod nobis ex conjunctione ad Deum provenit; et ideo dicitur esse 

propter se quaesitum vel desideratum; utrumque enim importat aliquid ultimum in his 

quae diliguntur amore concupiscentiae. Etsi enim Deus concupiscatur, tamen idem est 

concupiscere Deum et maximum bonorum, quod nobis ex Deo provenit; sicut idem est 

concupiscere vinum et effectum vini in nobis, puta delectationem” (Sancti Thomae 

Aquinatis Opera Omnia [Parma: Typis Petri Fiaccadori, 1858], t. 7, vol. 2, p. 1188). 

 54 See above, end of section III and nn. 8  and 40. 
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ness, one’s own attainment of God, is itself to be referred to 
God as its ultimate end. 
 Just as in the beginning of the Prima secundae, Aquinas 
argues here in his Sentences commentary that beatitude must 
consist in an act of the intellect, in knowing God, and not in an 
act of the will, that is, in loving him. The argument is essentially 
the same in both works: 
 
Man’s ultimate end can be taken in two ways: an end within himself, and an 
end outside himself: within him, as a thing’s activity is said to be its end, since 
everything exists for the sake of its activity. On the other hand, the end 
outside him is that to which he attains through his activity. Now, it is not just 
any activity that can be called an end, but that one which first conjoins the 
agent to the end outside of it; and I say this is so whenever a thing has an end 
outside itself, for then it is necessary that the end within be ordered to the end 
outside, so that the end outside is as if the ultimate end; and the end within, 
which is activity, is ordered to that. . . . Since therefore, the ultimate end, 
quasi-external, of the human will is God, no act of will can be the end within; 
but what will be the ultimate end within is that act by which the will first 
stands related to God in such a way as to be at rest in him. But this is the 
vision of God according to intellect, because through this act there comes to 
be a sort of quasi-contact of God to the intellect.55 

 

 Aquinas’s doctrine on happiness and ultimate ends is the 
same here and in the Summa theologiae, but here it is made 
quite clear that the ultimate end in the sense of object, namely, 
God, is more ultimate than the ultimate end in the sense of 

 
 55 IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 1, sol. 2 (Parma ed., t. 7, vol. 2, p. 1184; Kwasniewski et 

al, trans., On Love and Charity, 341-43; translation modified and emphasis added): 

“Finis autem ultimus hominis potest accipi duplex: unus in ipso, et alius extra ipsum. In 

ipso, sicut operatio rei dicitur esse finis ejus, cum omnis res sit propter suam 

operationem. Finis vero extra ipsum est, ad quod per suam operationem pertingit. Non 

autem quaelibet operatio potest dici finis, sed illa quae fini exteriori primo conjungit; et 

hoc dico quando res finem extra se habet; tunc enim oportet quod finis interior ad 

exteriorem ordinetur, ut sic finis exterior sit quasi finis ultimus; et finis interior, qui est 

operatio, sit ad illum ordinatus; sicut videmus quod res naturales per operationes quas 

habent, pertingunt secundum assimilationem quamdam ad divinam bonitatem, quae est 

earum exterior finis. . . . Cum ergo ultimus finis quasi exterior humanae voluntatis sit 

Deus, non potest esse quod aliquis actus voluntatis sit interior finis; sed ille actus erit 

ultimus finis interior quo primo hoc modo se habebit ad Deum, ut voluntas quietetur in 

ipso. Haec autem est visio Dei secundum intellectum, quia per hanc fit quasi quidam 

contactus Dei ad intellectum.” 



606 DANIEL SHIELDS 
 

attainment, namely, beatitude, the vision of God’s essence. God 
himself is our ultimate end in a deeper sense than is our 
beatitude in knowing him, because our perfection in knowing 
God is infinitely inferior to God’s perfection in himself. 
  
VI. HOW LOVING GOD AND KNOWING GOD ARE RELATED 

 
 Since God himself is more a person’s ultimate end than the 
person’s own happiness is, it follows that loving God is better 
than knowing him. If God is a greater good in himself than is a 
human being’s perfection in knowing him, then being directed 
towards God as he is in himself through love is a better thing 
than simply knowing him. But when one loves God as he is in 
himself, he inevitably, and appropriately, desires to be with 
God. One comes to be in God’s presence through the beatific 
vision of his essence, and so a human being’s desire cannot be 
fully satisfied unless he is united to God by the intellect’s act of 
knowing him. Thus happiness, which is a human being’s ul-
timate end in a restricted sense, consists in the knowledge of 
God, and not in the love of God only, for one can love God 
without also being actually united to him. 
 Yet the intellectual act of knowing God would not be the 
state in which one attains his ultimate end, God, if it were not 
informed by the act of love for God, which directs the knower 
away from his own immanent, finite perfection—consisting in 
his act of knowing God (visio)—and towards the infinite good 
of the God whom he is knowing. It is the will’s act of love, 
causing one to adhere to God now seen and to rest in him, that 
makes beatitude God-centered and not man-centered.56  A 
human being can only attain God, his ultimate end, through an 
act of the intellect, but even when that ultimate end has been 
attained, the act of love for God is higher than the act of 
knowledge which it informs, as Aquinas indicates in the case of 
the Seraphim and Cherubim. 
 This is not to say that the act of loving God is a human 
being’s ultimate end, nor that it is better than knowing God 

 
 56 See III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, sol. 1. 
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considered as an accidental perfection inhering in the human 
being. Loving God is better than knowing God precisely 
because nothing that a human being can be or do is his ultimate 
end. A human being’s ultimate end is outside him, and so the 
best thing for him to do is to love that end above all things. 
 For Aquinas, in this life a human being can choose either to 
make himself his own ultimate end, or to take God as his 
ultimate end.57 In the former case, he will desire to know God 
so as to be the most perfect being he can be; his whole life will 
be ordered towards his own immanent perfection, and he will 
suffer from the sin of pride. In the latter case, however, he will 
desire to know God because he loves God dearly, even more 
than himself, and thus naturally wants to be united to him. It is 
the latter disposition, and not the former, that satisfies the 
demands of the natural law according to Aquinas.58 

 
 57 See STh I-II, q. 84, a. 2, co. and ad 3; ScG III, c. 109 (Marietti ed., nn. 2845-47); 

STh I-II, q. 89, a. 6, co. and ad 3. See also Jacques Maritain, “The Immanent Dialectic 

of the First Act of Freedom,” in The Range of Reason (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1953), 

84-85. 

 58 I would like to thank Laurence Shields, Tobias Hoffmann, Michael Bolin, and an 

anonymous reviewer for their helpful comments during the revision of this paper. 
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 Father Edward Oakes left the battlefield of the Church Militant all too 
soon, yet we can be grateful that he bestowed so many gifts upon her before 
departing. While he is perhaps best known as a translator and interpreter of 
his beloved Hans Urs von Balthasar—his retranslation of Balthasar’s The 
Theology of Karl Barth is a masterpiece—he also proved himself adept at 
theological speculation in numerous articles and essays. In his final years, 
Oakes dedicated himself to the themes of Christology and of divine grace, the 
first of which yielded the book under review and the latter an incomplete 
work that will soon be published. Yet, for all of these accomplishments, or 
rather because of them, we cannot be faulted for wanting to have a bit more. 
Infinity Dwindled to Infancy is evidence of this tension. It is in many ways a 
major contribution to the field of Christology, even though its form is that of 
a textbook. As a textbook it fulfills a need for a solid masters-level intro-
ductory text. When reading it, however, one cannot help but think of it as a 
first edition awaiting expansion and enrichment. I say this not in any way as a 
criticism—the opposite in fact. Oakes’s deep and wild erudition is a joy to 
behold but occasionally could lead to idiosyncrasies that, discovered by the 
text’s use, further editions would have tamed, without, it is hoped, 
domestication. We will never know, of course, and must be content with what 
we have; and that will be enough. 
 Oakes enters the many-roomed mansion of Christology through the doors 
of the poets. The paradoxical title, taken from the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, foreshadows the approach: in Christ God has become “not just 
something else, [but] something conceptually opposite to the infinite and 
unchanging deity. More crucially, God has become a member of the very race 
that should be worshipping that changeless God” (2). This is a paradox that 
requires poetic form to express. Philosophers and theologians are needed as 
well, but they by temperament and task “kick against the goads” of paradox in 
a quest for conceptual coherence, the unraveling of opposition. This is proper 
in Christology, of course, since faith seeks whatever understanding is available 
to it, but given the peculiar nature of this mystery, it is poets above all who set 
the agenda. To make his point, Oakes begins with a survey of poetic attempts 
to re-present the Christic paradox. For example, the martyred Jesuit Robert 
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Southwell opens his Christmas poem, “New Prince, New Pomp,” by 
describing the incarnate God as “a silly tender babe.” John Betjeman asks, did 
“the Maker of the stars and sea become a Child on earth for me?” The 
anonymous poem “The Divine Paradox” sums up the problem and the gift this 
way: 
 

A God and yet a man? 
A maid and yet a mother? 
Wit wonders that wit can 
Conceive this or the other. 
A God, and can he die? 
A dead man, can he live? 
What wit can well reply? 
What reason reason give? 
God, truth itself, does teach it; 
Man’s wit seeks too far under  
By reason’s power to reach it. 
Believe and leave to wonder. 

 
Yet the paradoxes that this poet is content to leave unexplained and, perhaps, 
unexplainable, Christology aspires to understand at the heart of the Christian 
mystery. It is in wrestling with these paradoxes that the theologian is led to 
confront the particular problems of soteriology, psychology, history, and 
philosophy. But, if done properly, the enterprise of Christology will treat the 
inbuilt paradoxes of what God has done in Jesus Christ not as tensions to be 
relieved by conceptual acuity but as the subject matter from which Christology 
arises. 
 Before ending his opening chapter, Oakes explains why he has subtitled his 
book “A Catholic and Evangelical Christology.” First, it signals that his task is 
fully informed by faith; it makes no claim to neutrality on the truth of the 
Church’s confession that “Jesus is Lord.” Second, he will seek to work within 
what Catholics and Evangelical Protestants share, handling differences without 
polemic or triumphalism. Oakes makes clear that this aspect of his approach is 
due to his long participation in “Evangelicals and Catholics Together,” a 
group formed by Richard John Neuhaus and Chuck Colson. Their meetings 
allowed confessional commitments full expression but were animated by a 
search for common ground. That spirit imbues the book. 
 Chapter 2 lays out the “surface data” of Christology; but, fittingly for a 
paradoxical approach, this data can considered in two not easily combined 
ways: the diachronic and the synchronic. The diachronic, a peculiarly modern 
approach, seeks to reconstruct the development of the Christian confession of 
Jesus’ Lordship from its beginnings in Jerusalem to the close of the apostolic 
age. The synchronic approach, which for Oakes is a treatment of the various 
titles the New Testament bestows on Jesus, brackets the question of how these 
attributions arose historically. To begin with the synchronic is for Oakes an 
attempt to avoid giving modern historical reconstruction priority over the 
faith of the early Church. It is what the early Church confessed about Jesus 
that provides Christology with its starting point. That said, it is noteworthy 
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that within the treatment of Christological titles Oakes is unable to ignore the 
historical question of whether Jesus thought of himself in light of any or all of 
these titles. Is this part of the paradox? Oakes does not say. In any case, when 
he shifts to the “historical data,” the question becomes: “What can the basic 
event history, both of Jesus and the early church, and the documentary 
history, teach us about how each of these titles got applied to Jesus?” (66). As 
the phraseology indicates, answering this question will entail investigating 
both the basic structure of the Christian proclamation and how it takes literary 
form in the different biblical texts. Yet Oakes is determined that these two 
aspects not be separated and employs John Boyle’s helpful notion of 
“categories of intelligibility” to show that the significance of the historical 
events in the life of Jesus and the early Church are illuminated by the 
convictions of faith, first and foremost that Jesus was raised from the dead to 
new life. It was within a perspective informed by resurrection-belief that the 
first disciples came to understand the different events of Jesus’ life and death. 
This seems true enough, but leaves unaddressed the question of whether the 
Christ of faith is rooted in the Jesus of history. 
 To address that question means delving into the thorny thicket of the 
historical-critical method and its relationship to Christology. Oakes is cautious 
here. He acknowledges that Christology has benefitted greatly from the results 
of historical-critical research into the background of the New Testament. In 
particular, historical critics have contributed to the Church’s understanding of 
its faith by revealing the distinct Christological perspectives found in different 
books, most especially Paul and the four Gospels. Oakes does a fine job of 
laying out the rich diversity of presentations. Moreover, he does not hide 
from his readers some of the complexities historical work has raised against 
any simplistic rendering of the evolution of the biblical texts. He rightly 
employs recent work that shows that central Christological ideas present in 
the Gospels can be found in the earlier Pauline epistles to “overthrow” the 
idea that the Church went from having a “low” Christology to a “high” one. 
While Oakes is surely right that such a scheme is useless for analyzing the 
historical evolution of the New Testament, he also knows that Pannenberg, 
among others, have employed the distinction to address the historical basis for 
the New Testament’s Christologies. Eschewing any such reliance on an his-
torical reconstruction of the path from Jesus to the Christ, Oakes points to the 
way that the Second Vatican Council’s Dei Verbum avoids the extremes of 
Bultmannian disregard for history and fundamentalism’s severe insistence 
upon the historical veracity of each jot and tittle penned by the Evangelists. 
That leaves a lot of room, of course, and Oakes seeks a middle way. 
Displaying sympathy for recent attempts to derive an implied Christology in 
Jesus’ history, he rejects any hint of historical foundationalism for Christian 
faith. For example, Oakes dismisses any attempt to demonstrate the historical 
veracity of the resurrection claim, but rather employs historiography to rebuff 
arguments against Easter faith. The nature of the resurrection as a trans-
formative and eschatological event forbids historical reasoning from venturing 
further. 
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 After establishing the methodologies proper to Christology, Oakes in 
chapter 4 begins his historical survey, which takes up the bulk of the book, 
with a masterful treatment of the Church Fathers. He begins by noting that 
the changed historical circumstances of the new faith required addressing 
issues beyond the concerns of the New Testament authors. In attempting to 
address questions like how the biblical God related to the God of Greek 
philosophy, these early Christian intellectuals found that same philosophy an 
ally. While sensitive to the Protestant criticism that this alliance dulled the 
distinctiveness of the biblical witness, Oakes recalls that these men belonged 
not to the academy but to the Church and were immersed in the liturgical life 
of their fellow Christians. Yet intellectual work had to be done, and the 
Fathers set themselves to reasoning how God could be both one and three, 
and Jesus human as well as divine. Guided by the linguistic and liturgical 
practice of the Church, solutions were proposed and errors detected. As 
would be expected, Oakes takes his readers through the various options that 
either came to be rejected as inadequate to what the Church believed or were 
accepted as conciliar expressions of orthodoxy. This is solidly presented, and 
any seminarian or graduate student would be well served by working through 
this material. Of special interest is the way that Oakes keeps track of the 
different philosophical influences on the Fathers, in particular the impact of 
Neo-Platonism, a philosophical system that had many benefits but could also 
obscure the biblical assertion of the goodness of material existence. In an end-
of-chapter excursus, Oakes shows how Maximus the Confessor’s arguments 
against monothelitism not only uphold the role of free will in the drama of 
salvation but break free of the tug of Greek philosophy to place the spirit over 
the flesh. One sees this most clearly in his brilliantly subtle handling of the 
antinomies involved in Jesus’ agony in the garden and Paul’s statement that 
Christ became sin for our sakes: 
 

By showing that Christ had a fully human will naturally liable to 
passions, but which was nonetheless a will that always obeyed God, 
even in the fact of the (naturally good) instinct for self-
preservation, Maximus could finally break with a still-lingering 
Platonic anthropology that eschewed the flesh in favor of the spirit. 
(167) 
 

It is unfortunate that Maximus’s influence in the West dimmed to the point of 
dying out. 
 Oakes is to be credited for including medieval Christology in his survey in 
chapter 5. It is not untypical of Christological textbooks following the Second 
Vatican Council simply to leave this material out or to employ it only to 
accentuate the progress made in the modern age. Oakes treats the period on 
its own terms, emphasizing that working with settled conciliar doctrine and 
greatly helped by the recovery of Aristotle’s metaphysics, the medievals were 
able to unfurl the speculative power of Christology. Here we find handy 
treatments of Anslem’s Cur Deus Homo, Bonaventure’s understanding of the 
congruentia of the Incarnation, Aquinas’s rarely appreciated paradoxical 
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grappling with Christ’s two natures, and Duns Scotus’s argument for the 
independence of the Incarnation from the Fall. Throughout this survey, Oakes 
beguiles his readers with modern connections and well-selected quotations 
from numerous secondary sources. An excursus appears at the end of this 
chapter also, on Aquinas’s now highly controverted claim that Jesus enjoyed 
the beatific vision while on earth. On the whole, Oakes defends Aquinas’s 
position as having more subtlety than his many critics allow, but admits that it 
is easily misunderstood as undermining the humanity of Christ. Rejecting 
suggestions either to replace or to retire the term “beatific vision” in this 
context, Oakes recommends that theologians adopt Jacques Maritain’s 
emphasis on the developmental character of this vision in Christ’s life. I must 
admit that I find Oakes’s argument here too defensive and not particularly 
convincing. The discovery that denying the beatific vision to Christ creates 
problems for Aquinas’s Christology is not itself an argument that theologians 
should continue to speak in this manner. A revision of the chapter would, I 
believe, profitably engage the sophisticated positions of Karl Rahner (who is 
not mentioned) and Bernard Lonergan.  
 Oakes’s survey continues with a chapter on the Reformation period 
(Luther, Ignatius of Loyola, Calvin, and Pascal) and another excursus, this 
time on the extra Calvinisticum. Not surprisingly, Oakes treats these figures in 
light of how each handles the Christological paradoxes. While he credits 
Luther’s Christology with giving the church “new accents and a new 
perspective” via his emphatically paradoxical theologia crucis, he faults Luther 
for his philosophical carelessness, a carelessness that threatens to push para-
dox into absurdity. In particular, Luther could not discover a way out of at-
tributing all divine attributes to Jesus’ human nature. Ignatius, able to give 
centrality to the Cross while maintaining the paradox, not surprisingly comes 
off much better. Calvin is credited with providing Protestantism with a model 
of Scholastic clarity and thus avoiding the extremes of Luther. Of special in-
terest to Oakes is how Calvin’s insistence on the “utter transcendence of the 
Godhead even in the incarnation” led to what later theologians would call the 
extra Calvinisticum. This doctrine, relatively obscure to Catholics, concerns 
most directly the judgment that the incarnate Word could not and did not 
contain the whole of the second person of the Trinity. Lutherans demur and 
insist rather that Logos non extra carnem. Within this intra-Protestant divide 
Christology and Eucharistic theology meet. While Lutheran theology holds 
that the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist requires that the fullness of 
divinity dwell in Christ’s humanity, Calvinists are skeptical of any doctrine 
that requires Christ’s Eucharistic body to possess the ubiquity proper to 
divinity. As already noted, Oakes goes into greater detail of this subject in a 
quite technical excursus. The chapter, however, concludes with a treatment of 
Pascal’s Christology, a topic rarely seen in such textbooks, but appropriate 
here given Pascal’s penchant for paradox. Despite the history of bad blood 
between this French genius and the Jesuit order, Oakes finds much to like in 
Pascal’s approach, although not overly much. 
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 In another break from the typical, Oakes dedicates a chapter to 
“Christologies of the Heart,” treating Pietism, John Wesley, and Catholic 
devotion to the Sacred Heart. Of particular interest is the last of these, a 
devotion rooted in visions received by the French religious Margaret Mary 
Alacoque, which captured and informed the Christological piety of genera-
tions of Catholics—all the more once it was celebrated in an official feast of 
the Church universal in 1846. While much of this story is known, Oakes gives 
it a twist by dwelling on the less-familiar objections registered by the Jansen-
ists. One could easily view this focus as yet another Jesuit’s attempt to pummel 
his old foes, but something more is at work here. The Jansenists were the 
foremost opponents of this devotion and would formally condemn it at their 
Synod of Pistoia of 1786. Part of their objection was that the notion of 
applying religious devotion to a part of Christ’s body smacked of the heresy of 
Nestorius. More central to their theology, the Jansenists held that the asser-
tion of Christ’s universal love for humankind within the devotion was at odds 
with their strict doctrine of predestination to perdition as well as to glory. 
Finally, the Jansenists, as well as orthodox Catholic theologians, were uneasy 
with the idea that Christ continued to suffer in his resurrected self. It was this 
last concern that led to the virtual disappearance of this devotion for the 
majority of Catholics following the Second Vatican Council: it was widely 
perceived that the emphasis on Christ’s ongoing suffering had turned what 
ought to have been a joyous devotion into an endless slog of penance. That 
said, Oakes believes that the Church continues to need this devotion, not only 
as a counter for overly intellectual forms of Catholic life, but also as an 
orthodox way to speak of divine suffering. 
 Although I have remarked repeatedly on the ways that Oakes’s treatment of 
Christology comes with unexpected gifts, special mention must be made of his 
analysis of “Kenotic Christology” in chapter 8. I suspect that most readers 
will, like me, come to this text never having heard of this movement, much 
less the names of its major proponents. They will not leave that way. Oakes 
lavishes attention on the ideas of Gottfried Thomasius (1802-75), Wolfgang 
Friedrich Gess (1819-91), and Hugh Ross MacKintosh (1870-1936), all in-
fluenced by German Idealism and all holding, with some internal disagree-
ments, that in becoming flesh the Word “divested” himself of those divine 
attributes at odds with being a human being, such as omnipotence, 
omniscience, and ubiquity. They argued this in opposition to the common 
patristic view that in order to uphold divine impassibility, the logos asarkos 
(the Word apart from or prior to its incarnation in Jesus) must be the same as 
the logos ensarkos (the incarnated Word that is Jesus of Nazareth) with respect 
to the divine attributes. There could be no mutation in God because of the 
Incarnation. The Kenoticists were, of course, influenced by the Hegelian 
dynamic of divine self-realization in history via negation, but their primary 
concern was to find a more viable solution to how the Incarnation could be 
compatible with divine impassibility. Oakes puts the dilemma, as they saw it, 
as follows: 
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If Christ became incarnate in creation, how can God give 
up his essential difference from creation and still be God? 
Even if one concedes (and this would indeed be a big ‘if’) 
that some divine attributes only pertain to God’s relation to 
the world ad extra, how can they be done away with in the 
incarnation without dismantling the very God-world 
relationship that is the presupposition of the incarnation? 
 

In other words, they wish to understand the paradox of “infinity dwindled to 
infancy.” In the end, Oakes does not follow the Kenoticists, believing that the 
tradition provides a way out of this box that preserves both God’s 
impassibility and Christ’s two-natures in one divine person, but he credits 
their speculations with stimulating a “republication of Chalcedonian ortho-
doxy” by such figures as Karl Barth, Joseph Ratzinger, Walter Kasper, and 
Hans Urs von Balthasar. 
 No contemporary Christological textbook would be complete without a 
treatment of religious diversity and here Oakes does not disappoint. In the 
ninth and tenth chapters, not only does he give a thorough and critical survey 
of those who would trim traditional Christological claims to accommodate the 
plurality of religions, but he also expounds orthodox efforts to deal with this 
inescapable reality. Particular highlights from these two chapters are his first-
class treatment of Karl Barth’s Christological reaction to Liberal Protestantism 
and Hans Urs von Balthasar’s alternative to Karl Rahner. Oakes follows this 
with a treatment of Christ’s descent into hell. It is a bit surprising that, instead 
of focusing on Balthasar’s position, he shows how this theme is present in the 
tradition, including patristic, liturgical, medieval, and Protestant sources. 
Given the intense, and sometimes rough, discussion surrounding Balthasar on 
this topic, especially the charge that his position is wholly novel, it is salutary 
to broaden the field of discourse. 
 The final chapter is a survey of recent magisterial teaching on Christ. While 
Oakes gives attention to John Paul II’s use of Gaudium et Spes 22 to unite 
Christocentrism with universalism, the focus of the chapter is Dominus Iesus. 
To prepare his readers to appreciate both its necessity and its impact, Oakes 
rehearses the positions of Edward Schillebeeckx and Roger Haight (the latter 
as expressed in Jesus: Symbol of God), which he labels “the nadir of these 
trends” (407). He rightly observes that when the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith promulgated Dominus Iesus on September 5, 2000, 
pluralism was “the majority trend in professional Catholic theology” (408). 
Against it, Dominus Iesus insisted on the salvific uniqueness of Jesus Christ 
and connected the denial of this among theologians to the adoption of faulty 
philosophy. At the same time, Dominus Iesus also rejected as contrary to 
Catholic faith a position that can see nothing positive in other religions or that 
denies salvation to all but baptized Catholics or Christians. On this point, 
Oakes relates a little-known fact concerning what could be called the 
“reception” of this declaration. It concerns the tenth paragraph, which states: 
“the theory which would attribute, after the incarnation as well, a salvific 
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activity to the Logos as such in his divinity, exercised ‘in addition to’ or 
‘beyond’ the humanity of Christ, is not compatible with the Catholic faith.” 
While the Chalcedonian desire never to separate Christ’s divinity from his 
humanity is clear enough, Oakes notes that the denial of the activity of the 
Word “beyond” the incarnate Word did not survive the “Notification” that 
the Congregation issued a few months after Dominus Iesus concerning Jacques 
Dupuis’s Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism (1997). Dupuis, a 
well-respected Belgian Jesuit expert on Christology and missionary theology, 
had extensive conversations with the CDF for the express purpose of crafting 
a document that both its prefect, Joseph Ratzinger, and Dupuis could sign. 
The point at issue was the book’s employment of the distinction between the 
Logos ensarkos and the Logos asarkos to assert the salvific presence of the 
Word of God in other religions and other historic cultures with no connection 
with Christianity. Although theologians have used this distinction to speak of 
the Word prior to his Incarnation, for Dupuis the difference continues post-
Resurrection. This will remind Oakes’s readers of the extra Calvinisticum, and 
that is intentional. The CDF, however, was concerned primarily with the 
impact on Christ’s universality of positing a salvific agency distinct from the 
Word incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth. Yet, since the CDF wished that Dupuis 
would sign the Notification, the congregation (according to Oakes’s reading) 
modified the language of Dominus Iesus to allow a presence of Christ beyond 
the humanity of Christ but not independent of it. Thus the CDF, through the 
Notification, gave permission for Catholic theologians to speak of the Word 
as operating within other religions and their adherents in ways that are 
distinct from the Incarnation in Jesus Christ, but reliant upon it.  
 It is difficult to assess Oakes’s claims here. He seems to assert that the 
wording of Dominus Iesus was changed, but that is not the case. However, 
Oakes is correct that the decision to employ a less-strict requirement in the 
case of Dupuis, and by extension others who work in this area, is itself 
significant. The true test of this theory lies in the future, as other theologians 
put forward theories of how the economy of salvation operates in non-
Christian religions. 
 Oakes’s book concludes with a chapter entitled “The Victory of Christ.” 
The title is taken from a 1936 book by Abbot Vonier. In it, Vonier explores 
the inherent paradox of a faith that abides in a conviction that Christ is 
victorious from within a world, and a Church, still mired in sin. Vonier notes 
that the sting of this tension seems to be greater in the modern world than it 
was in prior ages of the Church, but the solution remains the same: a deeper 
understanding of the glory and splendor of the mystery of Christ and the 
salvation he brings. It is clear that Oakes, like Vonier, believes that the test of 
a good contemporary Christology is whether it can provide joy and hope in a 
secular and sad age. A failure to understand the victory of Christ can be 
found, by contrast, in those who act as if their hope depends on political 
success, in those whose obsession with the end times signals a lack of 
“equanimity at the idea that human history just might actually continue for 
many millennia to come” (435), or in those whose justifiable concerns about 
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the watering down of Christ’s Lordship blind them to the consequences of 
God’s universal salvific will. On the other side, Oakes sees positive trends in 
theologians like Balthasar, Benedict XVI, and Robert Barron, who appreciate 
the beauty of the Christological paradox and the importance of its expression 
in liturgy, art, and poetry. Those who have read this book will want to add 
another name to that list: Fr. Edward T. Oakes, S.J. 
 

JAMES F. KEATING  
 
 Providence College 
  Providence, Rhode Island 
 
 
 
 
Catholicism and America: Challenges and Prospects. Edited by MATTHEW 

LAMB. Ave Maria, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2012. Pp. 190. $23.00 (paper). 
ISBN: 978-1-9325-8963-4. 

 
 The essays in this collection provide Catholic perspectives on a variety of 
current challenges to what might be called the social ecology of democracy in 
America. Nearly every contribution is a reminder that a republic, if it hopes to 
endure, cannot afford to neglect the cultural and intellectual conditions that 
are required to produce a citizenry capable of sustaining that demanding form 
of government. As Benjamin Franklin remarked to the woman who stopped 
him outside the Constitutional Convention to ask what had been accom-
plished: “It’s a republic, if you can keep it.”  
 The American Founders knew that their bold political experiment would 
depend in crucial ways upon the character and competence of the American 
people. Indeed, Madison wrote in Federalist 55: “Just as there is a certain 
degree of depravity in human nature which requires a certain degree of 
circumspection and mistrust, so there are other qualities which justify a 
portion of esteem and confidence. Republican government requires the latter 
in a higher degree than any other.” 
 Felicitously, our constitutional design for government provided and 
protected much free space within which townships and countless free 
associations could enable citizens to practice the skills of cooperative living 
and self-government. The framers must have felt sure they could count on 
families, schools, and religious groups to foster the republican virtues of self-
restraint and concern for the common good.  
 Madison, in fact, confidently asserted his belief that the new nation was 
well supplied with the right stuff, but, cautious thinker that he was, he 
expressly declined to speculate on what might become of the American project 
with the passage of time and with increase in the size of both territory and 
population (Federalist 55). 
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  Successive generations of Americans have taken the country’s social ecology 
largely for granted, just as we have long regarded our abundant natural 
resources as nearly inexhaustible. The contributors to the volume here 
reviewed, however, confront the current health of American civil society head-
on. Nearly all of the essays seem to take as their starting point that the vital 
underpinnings of our democratic experiment are in shaky condition. Recalling 
Saint Augustine’s warning that in times of social and cultural decline “the 
intellectually virtuous tend toward cynicism, while the morally virtuous tend 
toward either a Stoic withdrawal or Epicurean distraction,” the volume’s 
editor, Fr. Matthew Lamb, makes clear that Christians are duty-bound to 
avoid those temptations (35).  
  But as Cardinal George points out, formidable challenges await anyone 
who wants to fulfill his or her obligation in charity to care for the welfare of 
the community. He mentions in particular the increasing secularization of 
society, the trickle-down spread of relativism and nihilism, and the growing 
marginalization of religion (15). Father Lamb and Philip Lawler emphasize the 
role of intellectual failures in fostering conditions inimical to the maintenance 
of self-government: A widespread renunciation of the quest for truth has led 
to the separation of science and scholarship from faith and wisdom, which in 
turn has led to the domination of cultural life by a manner of thinking that 
cannot discern what is or is not conducive to human flourishing (29, 40).  
  The loss of the belief that there are certain basic truths to which all citizens 
can appeal is an especially grave matter in a heterogeneous polity. With basic 
ideas of freedom, equality, justice, and dignity increasingly drained of 
intelligible meaning, civil conversation becomes nigh impossible. At that point, 
Fr. Lamb observes, the supposedly value-neutral empirical sciences have 
moved into the gap, recording how humans behave and often taking that 
behavior as normative. Thus, he says, “disorder and sin are structured into the 
society and culture and in such laws as those condoning and supporting 
abortion, euthanasia, same-sex marriage, etc.” (35).  
 Meanwhile, Lawler adds, the exaltation of the unfettered self threatens to 
transform us from citizens into subjects, a collection of free-floating 
individuals detached from family and community responsibilities (45-46). As 
cherished American freedoms dissolve into scattered rights of personal 
autonomy, the groundwork is laid for new forms of despotism.  
 Further darkening the picture, Marc Guerra argues that, tragically, 
“philosophic liberalism, the theory behind modern democracy,” tends to 
destroy “the regime it helped to bring into existence [by championing] a view 
of freedom that weakens its citizens’ attachment to those basic inherited extra-
democratic goods like religion and morality that democracy must rely upon 
for its health and survival” (77).  
 To those somber diagnoses, one might add increasing ignorance among 
citizens, and disregard among political leaders, of our own Anglo-American 
political tradition—a tradition that protects freedom and dignity through 
limited government, the rule of law, religious liberty, protection of property, 
and a healthy civil society. 
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 The national portrait that emerges from these introductory essays is 
uncomfortably reminiscent of the ironic passage on democracy-gone-bad in 
Plato’s Republic: 

 
Is not the city full of freedom and frankness—a man may say and 
do what he likes? 

  ‘Tis said so, he replied.  
  And where freedom is, the individual is clearly able to order for 
himself his own life as he pleases?  

  Clearly. 
 Then in this kind of State there will be the greatest variety of 
human natures?  
 There will.  
 This, then, seems likely to be the fairest of States, being an 
embroidered robe which is spangled with every sort of 
flower. . . . 
 And there being no necessity, I said, for you to govern in this 
State, even if you have the capacity, or to be governed, unless you 
like, or go to war when the rest go to war, or to be at peace when 
others are at peace, unless you are so disposed —there being no 
necessity also, because some law forbids you to hold office or be a 
dicast, that you should not hold office or be a dicast, if you have a 
fancy —is not this a way of life which for the moment is supremely 
delightful? 
 For the moment, yes. 
 And is not their humanity to the condemned in some cases quite 
charming? Have you not observed how, in a democracy, many 
persons, although they have been sentenced to death or exile, just 
stay where they are and walk about the world—the gentleman 
parades like a hero, and nobody sees or cares? Yes, he replied, 
many and many a one. 
 See too, I said, the forgiving spirit of democracy, and the “don’t 
care” about trifles, and the disregard which she shows of all the 
fine principles which we solemnly laid down at the foundation of 
the city. . . . How grandly does she trample all these fine notions 
of ours under her feet, never giving a thought to the pursuits which 
make a statesman, and promoting to honor anyone who professes 
to be the people’s friend. 
 

 Moving from diagnosis to prescription, Catholicism and America provides 
much food for thought about how Catholic Christians might help to shift 
probabilities in a more promising direction. Archbishop Chaput issues a 
stirring call to Catholics to stop “doing what we have been doing for a half a 
century or more—compromising too cheaply, assimilating, fitting in, fleeing 
from who we really are as believers, and in the process being bleached out and 
digested by the culture we were sent to make holy” (97). Michael Novak 
reflects on what Catholicism has brought and might still bring to the renewal 
of American democracy. Essays by Cardinal Levada, Thomas Hibbs, and 
Michael Dauphinais explain why Catholic higher education can and must play 
a crucial role in addressing democracy’s ecological crisis. 
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 Though the Church in any age is bound to be in some tension with the 
surrounding culture, Michael Novak cautions against exaggerating the 
distance between Catholic traditions and American traditions. In that 
connection, George Weigel contributes an illuminating reflection on the 
continuing relevance of John Courtney Murray’s understanding of the 
“American Proposition” as emergent from the Western synthesis of Greek 
rationality, Roman law, and biblical religion, but distinguished by its 
dedication to four truths about ordering our lives together, namely, that we 
are a nation answerable to God’s judgment, that all just government is based 
on the consent of the governed, that society is prior to the State, and that 
freedom will flourish only if citizens are virtuous (101-7). 
 In a similar vein, Marc Guerra advocates a prudent “postmodern 
conservatism” that strives to preserve the gains modernity has helped to bring 
about while maintaining a critical stance toward its indifference to moral, 
intellectual, and spiritual ends (78). Catholic political thought, he points out, 
can serve America by affirming what is genuinely good in the liberal 
democratic regime, while countering the exaggerated and dehumanizing 
claims about freedom and democracy that are made by many of the regime’s 
uncritical partisans. 
 Daniel Mahoney also recommends a “prudential accommodation” with 
democracy, one that resists the dangerous tendency to separate truth from 
freedom, freedom from moral responsibility, scientific inquiry from 
substantive ethical guidance, and politics from any comprehensive account of 
the good life for human beings (56). Mahoney usefully brings into the 
discussion the works of Pierre Manent who has reminded us that the liberal 
democratic nation state, despite its failings, represents a major political 
achievement. At its best, it has enabled large numbers of people to be 
governed with an impressive degree of freedom and prosperity, and, as 
Mahoney points out, it has even found a place for the goods of the soul, 
including religious freedom (61). The problem is that, while liberal democracy 
needs the wisdom, self-restraint, and moral elevation of religion, it tends over 
time to erode its own foundations by reducing religion to a thin 
humanitarianism (68). 
 The preservation of liberalism at its best, therefore, demands resisting 
pressures to allow the full separation of human freedom from the moral 
content of life—a separation that inevitably destroys the moral foundations of 
liberty itself (56). It follows that the Christian serves American democracy well 
when he or she remains a friendly critic, neither withdrawing nor assimilating, 
but constantly searching for ways to call the regime to its highest and best.  
 That’s a tall order, but one to which Fr. Lamb and his collaborators have 
nobly contributed. 
 

MARY ANN GLENDON  
 
 Harvard Law School 
  Cambridge, Massachusetts 
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Gegenwart der Offenbarung: Zu den Bonaventura-Forschungen Joseph 

Ratzingers. Edited by MARIANNE SCHLOSSER and FRANZ-XAVER HEIBL. 
Ratzinger Studien 2. Regensburg, Germany: Friedrich Pustet, 2011. 
Pp. 516. 35€ (cloth). ISBN: 978-3-7917-2292-4. 

  
 As is well-known, the young Joseph Ratzinger’s Habilitation almost did not 
succeed. In the face of Michael Schmaus’s stinging criticism, he withdrew the 
first half of the manuscript, which contained an interpretation of 
Bonaventure’s theology of revelation. The budding young theologian then 
presented only the second half of his work, an analysis of Bonaventure’s 
theology of history. The latter text would later be translated into many 
languages, while the study on revelation according to Bonaventure languished 
in Ratzinger’s desk drawer. Sometime after his papal election, then-Pope 
Benedict XVI commissioned the Bonaventure expert Marianne Schlosser to 
edit the first part of his Habilitation. The long-awaited 2009 publication of 
the full 1955 Habilitation was accompanied by the first-ever academic 
colloquium on this work. Gegenwart der Offenbarung offers the fruits of this 
colloquium in the form of eleven essays (in German). It presents the first 
extensive historical and theological analysis of Joseph Ratzinger’s entire 
Habilitation manuscript. Indeed, no study on Ratzinger’s reading of 
Bonaventure’s theology of revelation published since 2009 matches the 
breadth and depth of these essays. In addition, Gegenwart der Offenbarung 
includes valuable articles and book reviews on the second half of the 
Habilitation published since the 1960s in German, Spanish, Italian, and 
French. The present review focuses on the eleven original essays. 
 In chapter 1, American Dominican Richard Schenk offers a historical and 
systematic analysis of the analogia fidei in Ratzinger’s study on Bonaventure. 
The essay moves smoothly among thirteenth-century intra-Scholastic debates, 
Vatican II’s discussion of the doctrine of revelation, and hermeneutical 
options for the twenty-first-century reception of the council. Schenk begins 
with an incisive critique of both the “hermeneutic of discontinuity” and the 
“hermeneutic of continuity” concerning Vatican II, as he draws inspiration 
from both the “early” and “late” Ratzinger. Schenk’s reading of the council is 
refreshingly nonideological: he refuses to bend or ignore texts in order to fit 
Vatican II into a predetermined schema. He offers the reader a dense yet 
fascinating overview of the immediate theological setting for Ratzinger’s 
Habilitation, namely, Gottlieb Söhngen’s approach to grace/nature as a 
response to Karl Barth. Schenk also traces how, building on his Habilitation 
research, the peritus Ratzinger appropriated both Bonaventure and Aquinas to 
overcome the limitations of the first conciliar drafts of the constitution on 
divine revelation. The young peritus tackled key issues such as the unicity or 
duality of revelation’s means of transmission (Scripture and Tradition as a 
single source or as dual sources) as well as the distinction between Scripture 
and revelation. Schenk then turns back to the theological setting of the 1950s. 
He makes the provocative claim that, due to the influence of Bonaventurian 
apophatism, Ratzinger’s Habilitation quietly refuses Karl Barth’s and Hans Urs 



622 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
von Balthasar’s immense confidence in faith’s capacity to gain knowledge 
about God (30-36). Schenk’s reading is original and convincing. It exposes a 
noteworthy diversity in the Communio school concerning the limits of 
theological knowledge, a difference that has hitherto not been recognized. The 
theme of apophatism then brings Schenk to another comparison, this time 
between the Seraphic and Angelic doctors. The former places much stock in 
our ability to interpret the significance of current historical events via the 
allegorical exegesis of Scripture. Aquinas is more cautious, being more 
attentive to the literal sense of the Bible and allegory’s relation to it. Schenk 
then proposes that, as Bonaventure’s career progressed, he came gradually 
closer to an intense Dionysian apophatism in his approach to the human 
knowledge of God (44-48). This can be seen, for example, in the anti-
Scholasticism of the Collationes in Hexaëmeron.  
 Here, Schenk could have added that, in the view of the late, semi-
Joachimite Bonaventure, rational theology will only be overcome in the final 
age of history. That is, the negation of Scholasticism is yet to come. For now, 
rational theology’s teachings remain rather precious. Admittedly, Bona-
venture’s hope for an outpouring of wisdom from above in the last historical 
age relativizes the value of philosophical and acquired knowledge of God, but 
that hoped-for wisdom takes several forms. Not only will it feature the 
Seraphic order of ecstatic contemplatives (with their apophatic sapientia 
nulliformis), but also, at one rank just below, a Cherubic order of con-
templatives that specializes in the reading of Scripture. The latter group 
essentially consists of holy Dominicans and Franciscans (Hex. 22.20-22). 
Bonaventure seems to imply that these mendicants can easily communicate 
their Spirit-guided exegesis to all believers. Apparently, his expectation for the 
eventual overcoming of Scholastic theology is rooted in a firm hope for an age 
in which both kataphatic and apophatic mysticism will flourish. 
 In any case, Schenk’s new reading of Ratzinger’s relation to Balthasar’s 
theologia gloriae stands, for it clarifies the limits of the human knowledge of 
God in the present age of the Church’s life. Overall, Schenk gives a masterful 
tour of the theological situation between the 1930s and 1950s as it relates to 
Ratzinger’s Habilitation, showing that this work’s key theological themes may 
be as current as ever. 
 In the second essay, dogmatician (and current bishop of Regensburg) 
Rudolf Voderholzer shows how the young Ratzinger’s work on Bonaventure’s 
theology of revelation laid the groundwork for his later activities—from his 
key contributions as a peritus at the Second Vatican Council to his dispute 
with Hans Küng, all the way to the recent books on Jesus. Voderholzer first 
sets the Habilitation’s theology of revelation in its historical context. He then 
takes up the contrast that Ratzinger highlights between the Seraphic Doctor’s 
notion of revelation as requiring a believing subject to Aquinas’s more object-
centered approach where the receiving subject of revelation seems to fade 
away. Bonaventure’s doctrine emerges from his theology of the invisible 
missions, while Aquinas’s stance is closely linked to his rejection of 
Augustinian illumination. Interestingly, neither the young Ratzinger nor 
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Voderholzer compares Bonaventure with Aquinas with respect to the invisible 
missions. Nor do they consider the theological function of the Scholastic 
question on the invisible missions—that is, is this Scholastic question the site 
for the development of a theology of public revelation? Voderholzer then 
turns to Ratzinger’s theology of history and highlights its surprising 
enthusiasm for Bonaventure’s generous (though highly nuanced) reception of 
Joachim de Fiore’s vision of history. The Church’s history includes the 
ongoing fulfillment of biblical types. Precisely because revelation continues in 
a qualified way, the discernment between true and false revelation demands a 
very active ecclesial magisterium. 
 Fundamental theologian Peter Hoffmann also argues, in chapter 3, that the 
previously unpublished portion of the Habilitation throws much light on 
Ratzinger’s activity as a peritus at Vatican II. It also shows how the “young, 
liberal” and the “later, conservative” Ratzinger are in fact identical. In the 
Habilitation, Ratzinger first develops the notion that the Church is the proper 
subject or receiver of revelation. The Scriptures are closed, but the recipient 
thereof is a living subject whose developing life enables a growing penetration 
of Scripture. This link between revelation and the Church enables doctrinal 
development (a “liberal” position). It also grounds Ratzinger’s later, sharp 
critique of the way in which some scholars use historical-critical exegesis (a 
“conservative” stance). Hoffman’s very insightful analyses sometimes become 
mired in anti-Thomistic polemics (80, 87-90), maintaining that Aristotelianism 
makes Thomism incapable of conceiving salvation history. He seems unaware 
of recent Thomas scholarship, and he ignores the important Augustinian 
strand in Aquinas’s theology of history. 
 The fourth essay presents Cistercian abbot Maximilian Heinrich Heim’s 
engagement of the ecclesiological themes in Ratzinger’s Habilitation, with a 
focus on the papacy. He contrasts a Dionysian ecclesiology in William of St. 
Amour’s anti-mendicant polemics with Bonaventure’s strong affirmations of 
papal power. William’s insistence on episcopal power (over the mendicants, 
among others) presaged the beginnings of conciliarism. On the other hand, 
Bonaventure’s tendency to propose ecclesial fulfillments of Old Testament 
prophecies yields a typology where Israel’s kings and priests are types that find 
their fulfillment in the papacy and its powers. Interestingly, Ratzinger calls this 
exegesis into question for being insufficiently Christo-centric, and this despite 
his noteworthy openness to Bonaventure’s vision of Church history as quasi-
revelatory. Heim thus points out an important distinction between 
Bonaventure and Ratzinger on the doctrinal consequences of allegorical 
exegesis. 
 In chapter 5, Franciscan historian Leonhard Lehmann compares Ratzinger’s 
interpretation of Bonaventure’s St. Francis with modern historical portraits of 
the saint from Assisi. Lehmann notes the young Ratzinger’s awareness of the 
historical problems surrounding Bonaventure’s Legenda maior, and he 
highlights the Bavarian theologian’s strategy of reading the Legenda primarily 
as a theological portrait of Francis. Ratzinger thus contributed greatly to the 
contemporary rehabilitation of the Legenda, without naïveté. Lehmann notes 
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that Bonaventure reformulated his confreres’ Joachimite reading of history. 
The latter group had identified the Franciscans with the great contemplative 
order foreseen by Joachim di Fiore for history’s last age. But Bonaventure 
made Francis the model for a future religious order. The spiritualists 
overlooked the fact that only a special, future grace would make a full 
application of Francis’s Testamentum possible. Here, Lehmann draws an 
insightful link to Ratzinger’s later, critical reaction to liberation theology. Like 
thirteenth-century spiritualist Franciscans, some liberation theologians lack an 
adequate eschatology. 
 In the sixth essay, Franciscan professor of spirituality Paul Zahner focuses 
on Ratzinger’s contribution to Joachimite studies. Ratzinger was the first 
thinker to identify the centrality of Joachim in Bonaventure’s theology of 
history. Critical editions of Joachim’s works and most specialized studies 
published since the Habilitation have confirmed the young Ratzinger’s 
intuition. The more recent research mostly nuances Ratzinger’s understanding 
of Bonaventure’s Joachimism. The subject is relevant not just for historians, 
but also for contemporary theologies centered on salvation history. 
 Chapter 7 offers us Vienna researcher Florian Kolbinger’s metaphysical 
study of Bonaventure’s theory of time and eternity. The author ably connects 
this theory with the Franciscan’s doctrines of creation and original sin, though 
some of the denser analyses seem a bit rushed. For example, Kolbinger does 
not explain how the act of creation is a temporal event (172), a position that 
excludes the possibility of an eternal world. The essay also would have 
benefited from a closer link with Ratzinger’s work on Bonaventure’s theology 
of history. 
 In chapter 8, Swiss Dominican (and current bishop of Fribourg) Charles 
Morerod brings the young Ratzinger’s polemics against manualist Thomism 
into conversation with a postconciliar Thomism better rooted in the sources. 
Aquinas did not just make religious propositions the means of arriving at faith, 
but also developed a subtle theory of faith as founded on witnesses and God’s 
interior illumination. Aquinas’s doctrine of faith goes beyond a simple 
intellectual adherence to true religious ideas. It is ultimately compatible with 
Pope Benedict XVI’s way of conceiving the path to Christian conversion.  
 In the ninth contribution, Munich seminary formator Andreas Schmidt 
compares Bonaventure’s use of the term revelatio with the category of 
religious experience among Catholic charismatics. He rightly warns against 
reading modern understandings of “baptism in the Spirit” into the Seraphic 
Doctor’s texts. He then focuses on Bonaventure’s doctrines of the Spirit’s 
mission and his seven gifts. At one point, Schmidt seems to conflate the 
wisdom that is the term of the Spirit’s invisible mission with the wisdom that 
is one of the Spirit’s seven gifts, though the text is somewhat unclear (226-27). 
Overall, he shows that the experience of the Spirit plays somewhat analogous 
roles in (1) Bonaventure’s theology of the missions and the seven gifts and (2) 
one major self-understanding of the Catholic charismatic movement. Schmidt 
admirably draws theological parallels without forcing Bonaventure’s texts into 
predetermined categories. 
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 In chapter 10, Regensburg philosopher Rolf Schönberger begins his study 
of affirmative and negative theological language in Bonaventure by noting the 
close link between the theory of divine naming and the notion of revelation, 
that is, between speaking about God and God’s speaking. He sets up the 
twentieth-century problematic for the latter theme and then turns to the 
former topic for the rest of the essay. He draws on several Bonaventurian 
texts, especially the Sentences Commentary, De Triplici Via and the 
Collationes in Hexaëmeron. The Seraphic Doctor’s affirmative way turns out 
to be Augustine’s: we especially know the true and the good through the 
interior path of contemplation. The author covers this theme somewhat 
quickly, for his real interest lies in the negative way. Here, the influence of 
Dionysius comes to the fore. Schönberger calls Albertus Magnus the first 
commentator on the whole Dionysian corpus, thus overlooking the work of 
Thomas Gallus, whose Dionysianism may have greatly influenced 
Bonaventure’s. The Seraphic Doctor develops Dionysian negations in far-
reaching ways: negations have a superlative function with an affirmative 
element (contra Dionysius), they always presuppose affirmations (an 
Aristotelian stance), they lead to a non-Aristotelian type of not-knowing 
(without intelligible forms), the knowledge that negations bring always 
remains inadequate before God’s incomprehensibility (in the strict sense of not 
being able to grant exhaustive knowledge of God), and negations constitute an 
ascent to God whose motive power is love. Overall, one might note that 
Bonaventure’s negative theology sounds somewhat kataphatic. Schönberger’s 
preferred method is to paraphrase key Bonaventurian texts. At times, this 
blurs the line between the summaries of the Franciscan’s teaching and the 
author’s own commentary. 
 In the eleventh and last essay, on infused wisdom, Marianne Schlosser 
builds on her masterful study of the theological foundations of religious 
experience in Bonaventure, Cognitio et Amor: Zum kognitiven und 
voluntativen Grund der Gotteserfahrung nach Bonaventura (Ferdinand 
Schöningh, 1990). She opposes Etienne Gilson’s and Karl Rahner’s claim that 
Bonaventure’s notions of mystical experience and ecstasy remain purely 
affective. This dispute has important consequences for a proper reading of the 
Seraphic Doctor’s theology of history, since he expects a special outpouring of 
infused wisdom in the last historical age, a wisdom that will replace rational 
theology altogether. Whence comes Bonaventure’s sharp limitation of rational 
theology? Does it arise from an anti-intellectualism, an anti-Scholasticism, or 
perhaps an anti-Aristotelianism? It seems not, argues Schlosser, for Bona-
venture also displays immense confidence in the power of reason, as when he 
claims for reason the capacity to grasp the noneternal status of the world, even 
without faith (in contrast to Aquinas). As for mystical knowledge, it does not 
destroy the insights of reason or fully leave behind the theological knowledge 
derived from public revelation but rather integrates these forms of cognition. 
In the Hexaëmeron, Bonaventure proposes this integration in the midst of his 
sharp critique of the Parisian Faculty of Arts. Schlosser skillfully overcomes 
Gilson’s and Rahner’s affective readings, but she does not show completely 
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how the integration of acquired and infused cognition occurs at the mystical 
peak. However, she does give us an important clue: for the Seraphic Doctor, 
mystical union or infused wisdom calls for the intellect’s silence or inactivity, 
yet it does not exclude knowledge altogether. Perhaps this paradox exceeds 
our grasp. 
 Gegenwart der Offenbarung offers first-rate Bonaventurian scholarship as 
well as subtle new perspectives on how Ratzinger’s Habilitation laid part of 
the groundwork for so many twentieth-century theological developments: the 
emergence of Dei Verbum, the magisterium’s clash with liberation theology, 
Cardinal Ratzinger’s critique of historical-critical exegesis, etc. The issues 
surrounding these controversies are elucidated when set against their 
Scholastic and mid-twentieth-century backgrounds. Gegenwart der 
Offenbarung provides precisely that contextualization. 
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La discussione sull’esistenza di Dio nei teologi domenicani a Salamanca dal 

1561 al 1669. Studio sui testi di Sotomayor, Mancio, Medina, Astorga, 
Báñez e Godoy. By MAURO MANTOVANI. Nuova Biblioteca di Scienze 
Religiose 29. Rome and Salamanca: Angelicum University Press/ 
Editorial San Esteban, 2011. Pp. 500. € 35,00 (paper). ISBN 978-88-
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 Mauro Mantovani’s monograph on the debate about the existence of God 
among Dominican theologians at the University of Salamanca is a welcome 
study for anyone interested in the Thomistic commentatorial tradition. 
Mantovani treats the teaching of six important Dominican masters at 
Salamanca on the demonstration of God’s existence between the years 1561 
and 1669, discussing both printed works and manuscripts of Pedro de 
Sotomayor (b. ca. 1511 – d. 1564), Juan Mancio de Corpus Christi (b. ca. 
1507 – d. 1576), Bartolomé de Medina (b. 1528 – d. 1580), Juan Vicente de 
Astorga (b. 1544 – d. 1595), Domingo Báñez (b. 1528 – d. 1604), and Pedro 
de Godoy (b. 1599 – d. 1677) in separate chapters. Each chapter in the first 
part of the book contains a short introduction to one of these theologians and 
his sources, a basic thematic outline of his commentary on the Prima pars, 
question 2, articles 1-3, and some “historico-theoretical considerations” 
(considerazioni storico-teoretiche). Mantovani also provides much needed 
transcriptions of several important manuscripts in the second part of the work 
before concluding his book with some reflections on the general aspects of 
these commentaries, distinctive aspects of each theologian and the content of 
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their teaching on the five ways, and some overall assessments of their place 
vis-à-vis modern atheism.  
 Although Mantovani begins his study with the evocation of Tommaso de 
Vio—and Cajetan remains the study’s hidden pivot—its focus is the so-called 
“School of Salamanca,” comprising the great Dominican masters of the middle 
of the sixteenth century, especially Francisco de Vitoria (b. 1486 – d. 1546), 
Domingo de Soto (b. 1495 – d. 1560), and Melchor Cano (b. 1509 – d. 
1560). As these figures have been well represented in secondary literature—
one thinks immediately of the pioneering works of Torres, Pozo Sánchez, and 
Martínez Fernández—Mantovani has chosen to focus on lesser-known figures, 
picking up a line of research already suggested by many historians of 
Thomism. Franz Ehrle, for example, has already noted Báñez’s considerable 
merit in continuing—with some tenacity—the commentaries on the Summa 
theologiae begun by Medina and Soto. Beltrán de Heredia recognized Báñez as 
the most important commentator after Cajetan and Victoria. Belda Plans 
acknowledged that Medina and Báñez used the manuscripts of the many 
Thomists who preceded them. He was unsure, however, of the scope of their 
influence upon Medina and Báñez, and called for further critical study to 
settle the issue. 
 Mantovani has stepped in to meet this need, beginning with Sotomayor and 
Mancio de Corpus Christi, two lesser-known Thomists from the golden era of 
the “first School of Salamanca,” circa 1530 to 1560, before addressing the 
pivotal role of Medina. Between Medina and Báñez, he places Juan Vicente de 
Astorga, who is often found in the literature with the Latinized toponym 
Asturiensis. One of the great Thomists of the last part of the sixteenth century, 
Juan Vicente authored Relectio de habituali Christi Salvatoris nostri 
sanctificante gratia (Naples: Lazarus Scorigius, 1625 [1591]) which continued 
to be debated well into the middle of the seventeenth century. Godoy too is an 
inspired choice, arguably the Thomist most familiar with the writings of the 
most prominent Jesuit theologians and probably the most discussed Thomist 
of the second half of the seventeenth century.  
 Mantovani situates these figures within the broader question of the 
“Cajetanization” (gaetanizzazione) of Thomism in the sixteenth century as 
well as the larger issues of the age. The explicit and official adoration of 
Cajetan, he argues, was not unrelated to the question of Thomism itself, 
especially with respect to the demonstrative power of the five ways. One sees 
this especially in the figure of Báñez, whose position, Mantovani discretely 
notes, “was not exactly aligned” (non proprio così “allineata”) with Cajetan’s 
(29)—a tantalizing promise of things to come! Indeed, one gets a very real 
sense of the diversity of early modern Thomism in La discussione sull’esistenza 
di Dio. As an example, Mantovani writes: “Báñez assumes the task of 
‘correcting’ even his venerable masters Vitoria, Soto, and Cano when they 
occasionally stray from Aquinas—especially when Vitoria and Soto, following 
their Parisian formation, approach some aspects of nominalism” (266). In 
Mantovani’s telling, Báñez effects a certain “return to Cajetan,” which is to 
say that, as a rule, Báñez sought metaphysical and speculative solutions to 
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problems rather than more “positive” theological approaches preferred by 
Vitoria and Cano. At the same time, Báñez distanced himself from Cajetan’s 
interpretation of the five ways and, in fact, we see six very different 
approaches to the five ways in these six Dominican masters. Still, Báñez’s 
approach, if it managed to galvanize (or create) a certain Thomism, failed to 
satisfy theologians of other orders who were less than convinced of the 
demonstrative power of the five ways as Thomas presented them. According 
to Mantovani, Báñez, and even more so Godoy, in responding to this 
“scepticism,” began to engage, at least in embryonic form, the theoretical 
question of atheism in the “modern” sense (411). Mantovani concludes by 
asserting the relationship of these authors to the “ancient philosophical 
tradition,” by which he means the Aristotelianism upon which the five ways 
depended. For Mantovani, the critique of Aristotelianism led to a dangerous 
erosion (un pericoloso sgretolamento) of the basis upon which the five ways 
were founded (423). He also reaffirms their relationship to the Dominican 
tradition of the five ways as it existed before the critique of Kant (425). In this 
respect, the “dynamic fidelity” to the Angelic Doctor that characterized 
Vitoria and his first followers, who brought Aquinas into dialogue with the 
burning issues of the day, became in the second generation of the great 
Salamanca masters a commitment to metaphysical systematization and 
synthesis. What is most important for Mantovani, then, is that this 
systematization is not a symptom of “modernity,” but is rather the fruit of a 
“dynamic” relationship with the past tradition. In this respect, both the 
masters of Salamanca and the five ways themselves can still serve as 
touchstones in the contemporary dialogue with modern atheism. “In our 
view,” Mantovani concludes, “the five ways can be identified even today as 
arguments that, if in a certain sense remain ‘weak’ (just by virtue of what they 
are), are not on that account metaphysically ineffective, for they succeed in 
reaching, by means of reason, an apodictic affirmation of the existence of the 
Absolute” (438). 
 It would be impossible to detail the riches of Mantovani’s study. First and 
foremost, Mantovani provides transcriptions of several manuscripts of 
Sotomayor and Mancio de Corpus Christi. For the former, Mantovani 
transcribes sections of Biblioteca Universidad Salamanca Ms. 709, Archivo 
Capitular de la Colegiata de San Isidoro de León Ms. 83, Biblioteca Nacional 
de Portugal Ms. 3851, and Biblioteca Universidad de Oviedo Ms. 66. For the 
latter, he transcribes the relevant portions from Biblioteca Universidade 
Coimbra Ms. 1834, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana Ms. 1058, and the 
Augustinian Biblioteca Angelica Ms. 1042. As if that were not enough, he 
corrects existing printed sources of Medina, Juan Vicente, and Báñez with 
new critical transcriptions of manuscript material from the libraries listed 
above, with additional manuscripts from the Biblioteca Pública de Palencia 
and the Biblioteca Universitat de València. This is especially interesting in the 
case of Sotomayor, whose 1561 lecture in Bibliothèque des Quatre Piliers 
(Bourges) Ms 111 differs considerably from the text of the 1553 lecture on 
the same subject (52-54). Mantovani also compares four different manuscripts 
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of Medina, which proves similarly illuminating. Concerning Pedro de Godoy, 
Mantovani contents himself with providing a summary of the relevant articles 
of Godoy’s Disputationes theologicae in primam partem divi Thomae (Osma: 
Diego García, 1669). In this, he demonstrates one very important 
methodological point to be taken into consideration when studying early 
modern commentatorial literature. While we largely think of this period as 
one dominated exclusively by print culture, it was common for professors of 
theology to delay the publication of their lectures until late in their careers, 
and a great many courses of philosophy and theology were only published 
posthumously. As a result, theologians often used manuscript sources from 
their universities’ libraries and on some occasions even sought them from 
abroad. Even well-known print sources were therefore sometimes bolstered by 
extensive manuscript material.  
 Mantovani’s study is also richly documented with secondary sources in 
Spanish that remain unread by theologians who continue to insist that they are 
better served by learning only French and German. Such benighted scholars, if 
they are Thomists, might wish to use Mantovani’s bibliography to become 
familiar with the writings of José Barrientos García, Juan Belda Plans, Vicente 
Beltrán de Heredia, José Ángel García Cuadrado, and Ignacio Jericó Bermejo, 
among others. Nor is Mantovani’s work merely historical despite its obvious 
historical rigor: he also engages important Thomists and historians of 
Thomism as diverse as Serge-Thomas Bonino, Michel Corbin, Franz Ehrle, 
Leo Elders, Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Étienne Gilson, Martin Grabmann, 
Anthony Kenny, Ralph McInerny, Joseph Owens, and Fernand van 
Steenberghen along the way. Still, the unhappy ghost of Cornelio Fabro 
haunts more than a few of these pages. However much it might be red meat 
for the Thomist “base,” the insinuation that the mere questioning of Thomas’s 
argumentation in the five ways is tantamount to modern atheism should be 
resisted with evident force. Were this true, we would have to concede that 
Thomas Aquinas is an atheist because he questioned St. Anselm’s famous 
argument. Besides, how many times must Francisco Suárez be trotted out as 
the harbinger of modern atheism? Better for Thomists to read him. Failing 
that, one should at least acknowledge that genealogical narratives such as 
Fabro’s persist in avoiding the very thing they claim to retrieve, namely, 
metaphysical speculation. In indulging in such a genealogy, Mantovani is quite 
at odds with the heroes of his own narrative, who were never so slothful as to 
fail to address their adversaries’ arguments or to refine their own in light of 
their adversaries’ objections. 
 Mantovani is right to ask whether the Thomism of Báñez is rigido or 
fedelissimo, and indeed whether we might consider this positive or negative 
(269). Of course, I do not think that being “strict” is necessarily incompatible 
with being “faithful.” Indeed, I am inclined to think that one could not be 
faithful to Aquinas’s teachings without a certain ascetical rigor—or even a 
rather severe austerity if the times demanded it. That said, the question of 
whether one is faithful to Thomas takes us well beyond the scope of 
historiography proper, and I will leave it to Thomists to decide Báñez’s fate in 
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this regard. I would only add a slight note of caution: The “Thomism” that 
was controverted in the second half of the sixteenth century is not the 
“Thomism” that was controverted in the second half of the nineteenth, nor is 
it the “Thomism” that serves as a litmus test today. At times, Mantovani can 
give this impression. He bolsters it by framing the debate about the existence 
of God in terms of realism versus nominalism, such that Vitoria and Soto 
become tainted with the contagion of nominalism from Paris—and Báñez is 
made out to be a prophet of the “realism” that will save us. This framing 
device, which interprets the history of philosophy using a single issue from the 
Middle Ages, is a bit timeworn, being a holdover from the historia 
philosophica philosophiae of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Lutheran 
historians. It is not that these were not issues debated during the seventeenth 
century, of course, but the stubbornness with which historians use this trope 
to interpret every issue is quite alien to the theologians in question. 
 In fine, Mantovani’s work is deeply learned, stimulating, and refreshing. 
Much needed information bristles upon almost every page. Still, there is one 
risk in the retrieval of Scholastic theology that I feel compelled to mention—a 
risk that, in the flowering of the commentatorial traditions during the 
seventeenth century, was commonly associated with another religious order. 
In the baroque age, theologians often complained that Jesuits read only Jesuits 
to the exclusion of the wider debate around them. Thomists today have 
everything to gain from reading the commentatorial tradition, but they risk 
misunderstanding it if they commit the sin once attributed to Jesuits. The 
Dominicans at Salamanca were not afraid to read theologians from other 
orders, and even learn from them. They were—dare I say—open to broader 
cultural currents, confident not only in the ability of Thomism, but indeed in 
the ability of the Church, to address and transform them. 
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 Bernard Lonergan finished his dissertation on operative grace in the 
thought of Thomas Aquinas in 1939. Whisked out of Rome on the eve of 
hostilities, he passed the next dozen years teaching in Jesuit theologates at 
Montreal and Toronto, before reassignment to the Gregorian University 
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beginning in the fall of 1953. It proved to be one of the most productive 
periods of his literary career. After rewriting his dissertation for publication 
(Grace and Freedom), he undertook a major study of Aquinas’s theory of the 
intellect (Verbum: Word and Idea in Aquinas). before composing his seminal 
philosophical text, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (completed in 
September 1953 but not published until 1957). 
 In addition to these projects that sprang from his personal research 
interests, his teaching duties engendered supplemental treatises on theoretical 
questions of special difficulty and high interest. Such comprise the selections 
in the present volume: three supplements on grace, an analysis of faith, an 
essay on the notion of sacrifice, and two supplements on Christology. All are 
reproduced in the original Latin with a facing English translation. His 
concern, almost entirely, is with the speculative and synthetic rather than the 
positive and analytic part of theology; it is, in short, to attain that imperfect, 
uncertain, but highly fruitful understanding of the mysteries lauded by Dei 
Filius of Vatican I. 
 When Lonergan penned these supplements, his apprenticeship to Aquinas 
was in full bloom, and in many of these treatises he sets out to demonstrate 
the superiority of the method, principles, and doctrine of Aquinas, not only 
over the general run of Scholastic thought (Scotus and Suárez, in particular), 
but also over significant strands in the tradition of Thomistic commentary 
(Bañez, John of St. Thomas). His dissertation had taken direct aim at both the 
“Dominican” and the “Jesuit” parties in the controversy de auxiliis, on grace 
and freedom; he was convinced that the real position of Aquinas transcended 
the controversy. Formed in the thought of the Jesuit Luis de Molina, 
Lonergan’s first real encounter with Aquinas led him to abandon Molinism as 
irrelevant, but he also considered the Dominican Domingo Bañez a systematic 
misinterpreter of Aquinas. The central issues are systematically and directly 
reprised in two treatises in this volume. 
 De ente supernaturali (1946; here, translated as “The Supernatural Order”) 
is a synthetic presentation of the created communication of the divine nature 
and the relationship between the natural and the supernatural orders. 
Lonergan particularly takes on “essentialism,” a bête noire he was simul-
taneously stalking in Verbum. De Lubac is not mentioned, but Lonergan was 
thinking about many of the same problems—and proposing rather different 
solutions—in his treatments of obediential potency, the natural desire to see 
God, and the experience of grace. The approach sketched here reverberates 
throughout his work, including Insight, Method in Theology, and occasional 
essays down to the end of his career. 
 Some of the knottier issues about providence and predestination are 
reviewed in a pair of scholia on divine concursus and its efficacy, and are 
treated with still greater amplitude in what could almost be a companion 
treatise, De scientia atque voluntate Dei (1950; here, “God’s Knowledge and 
Will”). The latter, however, was written at a later date, for a different course 
(De Deo uno), and with a different method. Lonergan’s intention in “God’s 
Knowledge and Will” is to follow a pedagogical rather than a logical order, 
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showing how to resolve diverse problems, eliminate errors, and refute 
objections “by an accumulation rather than a synthesis of principles,” in order 
to affirm divine sovereignty and vindicate divine justice to sinners. Problems 
he discusses include the relationship of time to eternity, divine transcendence 
and contingent predication, theodicy and sin, and the like. The recurrence of 
the same basic Thomist theorems in answer to diverse questions yields a 
coherence that, if not quite synthetic, is nevertheless far from merely negative. 
The analogy of contingent predication presented in this work imparted a 
decisive stamp to the account of the missions of the Word and Spirit in his 
Latin Christology and Trinity textbooks of the 1960s. It was the analogy of 
contingent predication that convinced Lonergan that the controversial 
position Aquinas laid out in De unione Verbi incarnati regarding a secondary 
esse in Christ was correct. 
 A supplement on sanctifying grace (ca. 1951) illuminates another aspect of 
Lonergan’s later theology. It treats questions both positive and speculative. An 
overview of nominalism grounds an equally brisk dialectical critique of the 
Reformers on justification. This is followed by a survey of the positive 
doctrine of Scripture on sanctifying grace, yielding a summary of affirmations 
that, in the third and final section, are related to a theoretical position. The 
theory includes an early but relatively complete statement of the “four point 
hypothesis” that would be much more compactly proposed in his later 
Trinitarian systematics and, in that later form, would elicit considerable 
discussion. The hypothesis interprets the four principal entities of the 
supernatural order—here, the grace of union (later, the secondary esse of the 
incarnation), the light of glory, sanctifying grace, and the gift of charity—as 
created participations, respectively, of the four real divine relations: paternity, 
filiation, active spiration, and passive spiration. In the later and better-known 
statement, the meaning of the four divine relations is well developed but the 
meaning of the four supernatural entities is very compressed; here, it is the 
other way around. Lonergan justifies the selection of these four and explains 
how their foundation in the four divine relations distinguishes them from all 
other creatures and illumines their interrelations. 
 In “Analysis of Faith,” the relationship of judgments of faith to other kinds 
of judgments, and the relationship of the articles of faith to the preambles of 
faith, is structured by the general account of the relationship of nature and 
supernature articulated elsewhere in this volume. Considerable attention is 
given to the “psychological process” of coming to faith. Perhaps less expected 
is the vigorous apologetic concern exhibited in the discussion of the judgments 
of credibility and credentity proximate to faith. Here, the way to faith is 
paved by prior rational judgments in response to evidence concerning a divine 
revelation. The parallel analysis in Insight seems largely consonant, but the 
role assigned to the reasons of the head in both of these works seems later to 
have been attributed more to reasons of the heart. Lonergan’s development on 
these points is matter for a rather complex investigation. 
 A supplement from a Christology course given in the fall of 1952 addresses 
a set of questions central to Lonergan’s overall project. The philosophical 
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issues are consciousness, objectivity, and knowing, all treated in Insight, which 
Lonergan was writing at this time. The chronological relationship is uncertain, 
but we find in this supplement a distinction between experience (operations as 
passions) and consciousness (the same operations as activities). This 
distinction, unparalleled elsewhere, is verbally incompatible with Lonergan’s 
later and repeated contrast between consciousness-as-experience (his position) 
with consciousness-as-perception (the counterposition). I think, however, the 
incompatibility is merely verbal, and reflects an experimental stage at which 
Lonergan was searching for an effective way of conveying his meaning (in 
Latin, no less). In any case, the philosophical points are established for the 
sake of a theological problem—the consciousness and knowledge of Christ as 
man—which seems to have come into focus for Lonergan through Paul 
Galtier’s L’unité du Christ (Paris: Beauchesne, 1939). This supplement offers 
an early statement of Lonergan’s transposition of the dogma (one person, two 
natures, two natural operations) into psychological terms (one subject, two 
kinds of consciousness, eternal and temporal). Lonergan repeated this 
transposition frequently: in a short book (De constitutione Christi ontologica 
et psychica, 11956, 21958, 31961, 41964; crit. ed. and trans. 2002), in his full-
scale Christology manual (De Verbo Incarnato, 11960, 21961, 31964), and in 
several English essays presenting or defending his position. 
 “The Notion of Fittingness” (1954) is really a treatment of theological 
method in relation to the question about the end of the incarnation, and it is 
the only work in this volume that was composed not in Canada but after 
Lonergan’s return to Rome. Although schematic and speculative rather than 
exegetical, it nevertheless marshals a wealth of citations from Aquinas to bring 
to light the meaning of fittingness (convenientia) as a properly theological 
intelligibility rooted in the order established by divine wisdom. A distinction 
between particular goods and the good of order is justified by a catena of texts 
from Aquinas. These considerations are then applied to the fittingness, the 
necessity, and the end of the incarnation. The fittingness of the incarnation is 
addressed through an analysis of the principles (the natural light of reason, 
sin, and redemptive grace) structuring history. The incarnation is necessary 
only ex hypothesi, for example, on the supposition of an adequate satisfaction 
for sin. Christ the man, as an individual, is related to the order of which he is 
also the head, according to the analogy of particular goods to the good of 
order. The purpose of the incarnation was to restore the order of the universe, 
and that order is more excellent than any of the particular goods that enter 
into it, since it includes them all. But the universe was restored primarily for 
the sake of Christ the man as its most excellent member. A similar position is 
presented in Lonergan’s later Christology manual, but without the same 
attention to Aquinas.  
 I have left till the end a short essay that is not only first chronologically but 
also, in this volume, first in presentation. It is a treatise on “The Notion of 
Sacrifice,” which Lonergan almost certainly put together for courses on the 
Eucharist he taught in Montreal between 1943 and 1945. The problematic is 
one to which he never returned, and the precise question does not occupy a 
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central place in his concerns, but this little treatise is interesting for several 
reasons. It begins rather abruptly with a definition of sacrifice as “a proper 
symbol of a sacrificial attitude.” The definition is shown to be derived from 
Augustine and to agree with Aquinas, but it is instructive to note Lonergan’s 
characteristic attention to intentionality and meaning. The definition is 
applied to show how both the Cross and the Eucharist are not only sacrifices 
in the proper sense of the word but, indeed, the same sacrifice, though offered 
in different manners. Other aspects of interest, such as the perfection of the 
Lord’s sacrifice in comparison to those of the Mosaic dispensation, are also set 
out.  
 An appendix to the volume includes several pages in which Lonergan 
repeatedly struggled to make the beginning of an English essay on the same 
topic, each time with a methodological preamble criticizing the temptation to 
theological positivism. Positivism would hew to the certain and eschew the 
speculative, but theology must take up its responsibility to seek a fruitful 
understanding of the mysteries, even though, by the nature of the case, 
revealed mysteries are more certain than theological understanding can ever 
be. 
 The editors may be congratulated for a judicious selection of valuable texts, 
presented with a low rate of error and good production quality. Translations 
are notoriously easy to criticize, but this monumental task was accomplished 
with fidelity and polish, notwithstanding a handful of places where I thought 
the meaning was lost. The index refers to the translation, which results in 
some anomalies, for example, conveniens is translated sometimes “fitting” and 
sometimes “appropriate,” but the index represents only the former. It would 
be a pity, however, to obscure by such observations an outstanding 
contribution both to Lonergan studies and to Scholastic theology. 
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 Pavlos Kontos has written a rich and important book on Aristotle’s moral 
realism. The book is rich in as much as it brings to the discussion of this topic 
the author’s extensive and precise knowledge not only of the works of 
Aristotle (especially the Nicomachean Ethics [EN]) but also of the more recent 
authors he places in relation to Aristotle, either to commend (as is the case 
with Kant) or to criticize (as is the case with McDowell, Heidegger, Gadamer, 
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and, to more limited extent, Arendt). The book is important because it largely 
succeeds in demonstrating that the major authors it criticizes, despite the fact 
that they invariably claim to be interpreting Aristotle in relevant respects, pull 
up short of his dictum that phronēsis (practical wisdom) is “about the ultimate 
thing, of which there is not scientific knowledge but perception” (EN 
6.8.1142a26-27). Kontos acknowledges that his own approach to moral 
realism is “of a phenomenological inspiration” (93) and maintains that 
Heidegger, Gadamer, and Arendt are, in the end, not true to that tradition’s 
fundamental thesis; but he also criticizes the analytic philosopher John 
McDowell for his own less-than-thoroughgoing moral realism. Kontos is well 
aware of the passages in Kant that draw the latter’s adherents away from 
moral realism, but he argues that a proper interpretation of certain arguments 
might pull Kantians in the other direction. 
  The book consists of eight chapters. The first three are on Aristotle; they 
are followed by a chapter on Kant, another entitled “Towards a Phenomeno-
logical Moral Realism,” and then three chapters on Heidegger, Gadamer, and 
Arendt, respectively. The first chapter is largely about the nature of prakta 
(singular, prakton) a term that Kontos wisely chooses not to translate. If 
phronēsis is about particulars and ultimate things, the latter come within the 
context of prakta, which the practically wise man (the phronimos) is obliged to 
know (EN 6.11.1143a32-34). It is common to translate the term as if prakta 
always referred to things yet to be done, but Kontos shows that neither the 
term’s use in classical Greek nor Aristotle’s remarks about prakta support such 
a limitation. He argues persuasively that they “should be taken to include 
‘what action has brought into being’ and considered principle-laden entities 
which, on certain conditions, are visible to external observers’ retrospective 
sight” (30). 
 In chapter 2, Kontos continues this discourse, showing how one line of 
interpretation denies any “genuine significance to phronetic perception” 
(which has as its object prakta) by assuming that the objects of phronēsis are 
brought to moral “perception” entirely by the deliberative function of 
phronēsis itself (42-43). There does exist another line of interpretation—
maintained by, for instance, Eustratius, Heliodorus, and J. A. Stewart—
according to which phronetic perception “should be modeled upon that of 
[Aristotle’s] common sensibles” (43). According to Kontos, however, even 
most of these latter interpreters ultimately “take phronetic perception to be 
altogether dependent upon the rational grasp of the Good” (44). It is within 
this context that Kontos criticizes McDowell for not recognizing a distinction 
between the phrases “within a specific ethical outlook” and “within ethical 
thinking” (47). The latter is compatible with understanding prakta as common 
sensibles; the former is not.  
 In chapter 3, “Aristotelian Constructivism,” Kontos asks “whether ethics is 
entitled to deduce practical principles from an ontological description of 
action.” His answer is yes, and he uses Aristotle’s account of friendship as one 
example of such constructivism. Friendships based on pleasure, he maintains, 
misunderstand pleasure as a product (the final stage of a motion) rather than 
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as the perfection of an activity, and so they are short-lived and inferior to true 
friendship (62-63). When the product does not arrive, the friendship dissolves. 
Such an analysis allows Kontos to conclude that there is an objective side to 
the moral world, reachable (in this case) by attending to the way that pleasure 
“works” in the ethical—but none the less objective—world. 
 In chapter 4, Kontos discusses Kant’s “categories of freedom,” as set out in 
the Critique of Practical Reason (5:57-67). These categories must be 
understood, according to Kontos (but exploiting Kant’s own words), as 
“different approaches to the causality of action” (85)—the causality of action 
residing not in the mind of agents but in the objective moral universe. He 
argues, therefore, that it is no exaggeration “to claim that the categories of 
freedom yield an extraordinary glimpse into Kant’s twofold conception of 
moral experience. In fact, moral experience has thereby been crucially 
expanded since, instead of being merely absorbed into the inner experience of 
the moral law as pure determining ground of the will (as the unique ratio 
cognoscendi of freedom), it also apprehends actions as appearances in the 
sensible world” (87). Towards the end of the chapter, however, Kontos denies 
that “in order to endorse the validity of the categories of freedom, one should 
also entirely subscribe to the Kantian theory stating the inner experience of 
the moral law” (90). So, his commendation of Kant’s moral theory is by no 
means ringing.  
 In chapter 5, Kontos situates his own theory within the tradition of 
phenomenology, beginning with Husserl and including, among others, 
Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and Ricoeur. Of these four, his own approach is 
closest to that of Merleau-Ponty, whose analysis of perception he praises (98). 
In Levinas, he objects, “dissymmetry substitutes for worldliness and, 
correlatively, revelation substitutes for perception” (102). Ricoeur’s “historical 
traces,” he says, although “perceptually given,” “do not really belong to the 
world they are part of” (103). Kontos’s most extensive remarks on Husserl 
actually appear in an appendix to the subsequent chapter (on Heidegger). 
There he acknowledges that there is much in Husserl incompatible with moral 
realism (including “his commitment to a strange value theory” [123]), but he 
argues that “his phenomenology of willing is a phenomenology of prakta” 
(ibid.); accordingly, “the object of willing cannot be the willing itself, but the 
real action to be accomplished” (124).  
 In chapter 6, Kontos both praises and criticizes Heidegger. He praises him 
for having identified prakta as important in ethical analysis and for having—at 
least sometimes—acknowledged their objectivity. In his 1924 course on 
Plato’s Sophist, Heidegger associates phronēsis with perception and perception 
with prakta; he also acknowledges that at issue here is “not a mere inspection, 
but that of circumspection (umsichtiges Hinsehen)” (111). All well and good, 
says Kontos, especially given what Heidegger says a semester earlier in another 
course, on Aristotle’s Rhetoric: “For in addition to explaining phronēsis in 
terms of perception and equating this perception to circumspection, 
[Heidegger] supplies us with a very clear phenomenological analysis of 
phronetic perception in its noematic aspect. To start with, prakta are clearly 
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described as ‘being in the world, in the sense of nature,’ which is to say, as 
‘something staying around (um) me” (114). But in the same course on the 
Sophist, Heidegger also takes a wrong turn that leads him away from this 
soundly phenomenological approach. Heidegger, asserts Kontos, “does not 
hesitate to translate the Aristotelian phrase ‘phronēsis must also acquire 
knowledge of particulars (kath’ hekasta)’ (EN 1141b16), that is of prakta, in 
the following rather dubious way: ‘[phronēsis] must also disclose the concrete 
individual possibilities of the Being of Dasein’! The outcome of this 
interpretation is nothing less than the annihilation of any form of exteriority 
proper to prakta” (117). 
 In chapter 7, Kontos offers a similar criticism of Gadamer for not being 
true to the fundamental principles of phenomenology. He acknowledges that 
Gadamer distinguishes between “practical rationality” (phronēsis) and 
practical philosophy. Both of these involve universals, but only the universals 
of the latter are wholly ethos-dependent (that is, dependent upon what the 
subject brings to their use). But, maintains Kontos, Gadamer also undermines 
this same distinction. To show this, he quotes Gadamer’s “Über die 
Möglichkeit einer philosophischen Ethik”: “The universal, i.e., typical, which 
can be said only within philosophical research devoted to the conceptual 
universality is not essentially different from what guides in its practical-ethical 
judgment the entirely non-theoretical common-average conscience of norms” 
(130, emphasis by Kontos). For Kontos, “This confirms the suspicion that 
Gadamer identifies the two [presumably different] universals with each other. 
And, if this is so, how can he avoid identifying practical rationality with 
practical theory?” (ibid.). 
 In chapter 8, Kontos discusses Hannah Arendt. His attitude towards her is 
somewhat different from his attitude towards Heidegger and Gadamer. 
Whereas he considers the theories of the latter two basically wrong but 
containing ideas that, consistently applied, might have made them right, he 
considers Arendt’s theory basically right, but containing misunderstandings of 
Aristotle—which Kontos sets out to correct. “‘Adjusted in this way,’ says 
Kontos, “Arendt’s phenomenology of action is aligned with my interpretation 
of prakton” (139). He demonstrates, for instance, that Arendt’s objection in 
The Human Condition that Aristotle conceives of friendship “in terms of an 
accomplished ‘work’” (144) is misconceived. She cites EN 1167b31-1168a8, 
which does make reference to producers and products, but, as Kontos points 
out, in this passage Aristotle is not talking about genuine friendship but about 
“a simulacrum of friendship” (ibid.). The rest of the chapter contains an 
interesting discussion of Arendt’s ideas regarding promises. There is much in 
this part of her philosophy that Kontos readily embraces—her speaking, for 
instance, of promises as “world-building” (149); but, in the end, he 
acknowledges that the restricted character of these reflections upon promises 
separates her theory from his own. The “central most divergence” between his 
and Arendt’s theory is that the perceptual model, which he derives from 
Aristotle, “describes the way in which the shared moral world is accessible to 
anybody endowed with phronetic perception” (154). This (as we might put it) 
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radically “democratic” character of phronetic perception gives to the moral 
world a solidity and objectivity not present in Arendt’s theory.  
 My only complaint about this book is that Kontos—who is Greek and 
writes often in French—occasionally uses phrases that are not standard 
English. On page 49, for instance, he speaks of possibly “ascribing to Aristotle 
a conception that reminds of contemporary moral realism.” But I am very sure 
that Italians can make—and have made—similar complaints about the 
occasional pieces that I publish in their language.  
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God and the Art of Happiness. By ELLEN T. CHARRY. Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 2011. Pp. 316. $35.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-8028-6032-3. 

 In his “Regensburg Lecture,” Pope Benedict XVI famously outlined the 
dehellenization of the gospel as one of the great challenges to an authentic 
Christian theology in the contemporary age. Such dehellenization is 
characterized by a separation of the Christian proclamation from its roots in 
Logos or reason. Pope Benedict indicates that a multistage process began with 
the fourteenth-century nominalists, was intensified in the Protestant 
reformers, was radicalized in the philosophy of Kant and other Enlightenment 
thinkers, continued into the reductionist history of Harnack, and has now 
culminated in the postmodern confusion of multiculturalism. In contrast, Pope 
Benedict presents a Christian theology necessarily Hellenistic insofar as it 
employs Greek language and philosophical concepts to express the message of 
salvation destined to be brought to the ends of the earth. As Logos roots the 
intellectual dimension of the gospel, the notion of happiness roots the moral 
dimension of the gospel. The one who is “the way, the truth, and the life” is 
the one who proclaims his followers to be “blessed” or “happy.” 
 Writing as a Protestant theologian, Ellen Charry helpfully responds to the 
complaint that Greek eudaimonism—or happiness as the goal of the moral 
life—was not present in the Scriptures and was only later added by means of 
an erroneous, Catholic tendency to include Greek philosophy. Charry’s book 
corrects the tendency to downplay the role of happiness in salvation. She 
addresses this theme throughout the two parts of the book. In the first, she 
presents an historical survey of the relationship between happiness and 
salvation among prominent theologians of the Christian tradition. In the 
second, she undertakes a reading of major books in the Old Testament and the 
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New Testament to present a salvation of healing and happiness rooted in 
God’s covenant with Israel and the Church. 
 A central theme in Charry’s book is that Christianity is the story of God’s 
healing work. Human beings are fundamentally broken. The good news is that 
God understands this brokenness and enacts a dramatic plan for our 
restoration unto wholeness. This view of salvation assists in establishing the 
unity of theology along several fronts. First, the Old Testament is united with 
the New Testament (or the “older” and the “younger” per the author). With 
the common goal of healing our brokenness, each testament has its unique 
way of proceeding. The Old Testament emphasizes the corporate unity of 
covenantal obedience and the peace begotten by following the path of 
wisdom. The New Testament, especially in John, emphasizes more the 
personal decision to believe in Jesus and to keep his commandments, and so 
enter into eternal life. Furthermore, this way of approaching salvation unites 
the biblical vision with the later ecumenical creeds and the theology of St. 
Augustine and even St. Thomas Aquinas. 
 In the context of the author’s proximate Protestant readership, she 
successfully defends the role of happiness as integral to the Christian 
proclamation. In contemporary language, happiness results from healing. 
Drawing upon St. Augustine’s insight that all human beings are diseased by 
disordered love, Charry notes that the calling of Israel and the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus show forth a way of healing human beings unto 
wholeness. This is a meaningful grace that touches each person in the midst of 
suffering—both the suffering caused by our own sins and the suffering caused 
by the sins of others. One can also see that these practices of healing take 
place within the sacraments of the Church, or “liturgical churches” per the 
author. Moreover there is a welcome emphasis on the importance of practice 
and apprenticeship in order for the healing to take root within our disordered 
loves. This echoes the notion of justification as a process, not simply an 
instant. In many ways, this book is an extended meditation on the need for 
continuing conversion and response to the good news of Jesus. Happiness, 
healing, and holiness are inseparable in the Christian life. 
 Charry presents her recovery of the role of happiness in the language of 
“asherism,” drawing upon the Hebrew word asher, typically translated as 
“happy” or “blessed” (xi). With this simple step she effectively argues that the 
notion of happiness is alien neither to the Hebrew Scriptures, nor to the later 
Greek New Testament.  
 Charry finds four major theological antecedents to her focus on asherism in 
Christian theology: Augustine, Boethius, Aquinas, and Bishop Butler. She 
presents a sympathetic treatment of Augustine, focusing on his presentation of 
salvation as the progressive healing of our disordered loves. For instance, she 
interprets the second half of On the Trinity as moving from being blinded by 
confusion and willfulness to seeking to love well and pursue wholeness. 
Charry then introduces Boethius’s On the Consolation of Philosophy as again 
framing the Christian faith as one in which we are broken and in need of 
healing. For Boethius, therapy is needed and is available in philosophy; this 



640 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
approach downplays the significance of the redemptive action of Jesus Christ. 
Nonetheless, later Aquinas and Butler “pick up Augustine’s therapeutic 
soteriology of the ascent of the soul to God.” Bishop Butler rehabilitates “self-
love as a positive theological category” that forms “another plank in the 
foundation of asherism” (161). 
 Of interest to the readers of The Thomist in particular is Charry’s 
presentation of Aquinas as one of the high points in Christian theology’s 
fidelity to the role of asherism. She appreciates Aquinas’s attentiveness to 
human beings as rational creatures with their own proper role to play in the 
achievement of God’s plan. According to Charry, Aquinas’s notion of 
“secondary agency” and “secondary, or instrumental, cause” assists in 
“constructing a robust realizing eschatology” (59-160). She sees that giving 
this place to human agency maintains a positive view of human actions and 
sufferings that extends beyond mere resignation. In Aquinas’s understanding 
of the secondary causality of human beings, Charry finds a defense of human 
art and work in bringing about human happiness and flourishing. She writes, 
“Thomas’s embrace of instrumental cause is central to asherism because it 
holds that faithfulness to God is faithfulness to one’s nature and calling” 
(161). For Butler and Aquinas, “living a godly life is obedience to one’s 
nature” (ibid.). 
 Charry is not fully satisfied, however, with any of these theological 
forerunners: “Of course, neither Augustine nor Aquinas operated in an 
asherist framework” (ibid.). She sees in asherism a uniquely positive view of 
human flourishing in which the beauty and goodness of the world may be 
fully enjoyed. A key aspect is that everything God does is pedagogical. In line 
with an essay by Eileen Sweeney, Charry presents Aquinas as moving from a 
view of punishment of sin as retribution to one that understands it as 
medicinal: “In treating sin, he inches his way toward asherism” (175). Her 
most significant criticism of Aquinas as insufficiently asherist is that he tends 
to read the Old Law as relying on the motive of the fear of punishment.  
 Charry broadly lays the blame for the turning away from happiness and 
healing on early modern and later Protestant theology. She wants to recover 
nature against certain strains within Protestant theology that try to downplay 
nature in order to rely solely on Scripture: “The words ‘reason,’ ‘nature,’ and 
‘natural’ lost their theological connotations with modernity” (167). She thinks 
that intelligence still responds to divine commands in a dynamic way in which 
God lifts up and ennobles human reason: “Obedience to divine law is the 
training ground for molding reason to its rightful purpose” (168). Happiness 
results from our fruitful collaboration with God: “I suggest that special 
revelation enables general revelation. Pedagogically, the narratives must first 
become alive before the splendor of divine workmanship in creation can be 
recognized” (169). 
 Charry uses the role of happiness to guide her reinterpretation of the 
goodness of divine commands in living life well. She distinguishes between 
two types of divine commands: voluntarist and asherist. The former are 
occasional and define goodness, requiring “blind obedience”; the latter “are 
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conducive to wise living” and “promote open-eyed obedience” (170). The 
latter presuppose a pedagogy wherein “understandable guidance cultivates 
wisdom.” Charry judges the voluntarist account to fall short of the “ancient 
eudaemonist understanding of the moral life as flowing from good character 
and devotion to certain values by replacing it with obedience to moral 
absolutes as good in themselves” (172 n. 3). The voluntarist account separates 
truth from goodness and considers obedience to flow from the will instead of 
the intellect. In this manner, she criticizes “the pedagogy of voluntarism” 
because it “focuses on humility at the expense of wisdom” (175). The 
attentive reader may wonder whether a false dichotomy exists in the author’s 
views of humility and wisdom.  
 Charry dedicates several chapters to a presentation of asherism in the Bible, 
focusing on the Pentateuch, the Psalms, Proverbs, and the Gospel of John. The 
Old Testament witness, she maintains, emphasizes the need to learn from 
sages and the covenantal structure of obedience in order to facilitate the 
flourishing of individuals, families, and societies. The witness of John shifts 
salvation to a more personal level, namely, receiving “eternal life” (233); 
obedience is now mediated through Jesus Christ so that the previous themes 
of happiness, rejoicing in the Lord, and reverence for the Lord are 
summarized in eternal life (249). Thus, the believer finds peace and happiness 
through a well-ordered life focused on God. It is precisely the prospect of a 
life well-ordered and enjoyed that the author thinks has been eclipsed in 
theology. As she observes, “[Western] Christian theology lacks a substantial 
doctrine of human flourishing. Asherism seeks to fill that gap by proposing 
that salvation is a realizing eschatology of growth into the beauty and wisdom 
of God. Happiness is enjoying life through a divinely initiated pattern of 
spiritual growth” (157). 
 Although Charry is to be commended for her recovery of the importance of 
obedience and happiness in the proclamation of the Christian message, some 
fundamental concerns should be articulated. Her emphasis on the realized 
character of eschatological joy and happiness at times suggests only half of the 
Christian story. God intends to make us happy and blissful, but surely he does 
so only fully in the beatific vision. The Old Testament witnesses of Job and 
Isaiah indicate that the riddle of this life cannot be fully unraveled here on 
earth. God must act decisively. Surely he has done so in Jesus Christ, but the 
awaiting of Christ’s definitive second coming is repeated throughout the New 
Testament. Following the commands of the Decalogue and the Beatitudes may 
lead to a happy and long marriage with abundant offspring and a rich 
community of Christian friends and fellow disciples, but such obedience may 
also lead to martyrdom in the Coliseum or gas chambers, or to death at the 
bottom of the ocean after a horrible tsunami. God pledges to us beatitude and 
joy in this life, but Christians surely cannot experience the mounts of the 
Beatitudes and the Transfiguration without that of Calvary. The recovery of 
logos and eudaimonism, of obedience and nature, does not entail a 
rationalized version of Christianity where we would be at home in this fallen 
world. Charry knows this, of course, from her theological acumen and 
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extensive pastoral experience. Nonetheless, she might do well to let her 
recovery depend more on the Augustinian and Thomistic traditions in 
interpreting the relations between this world and the world to come. 
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A Church Fully Engaged: Yves Congar’s Vision of Ecclesial Authority. By 
ANTHONY OELRICH. Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 2011. 
Pp. 176. $30.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-8146-5797-3. 

 Anthony Oelrich, a priest of the Diocese of St. Cloud, Minnesota, has 
provided a useful and accessible text on Yves Congar’s vision of ecclesial 
authority. This book, the published version of his doctoral dissertation 
submitted to the Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas in Rome, consists 
of a helpful introduction and conclusion, as well as five chapters on Congar’s 
vision of ecclesial authority. 
 Chapter 1, “The Life and Work of Yves Congar, OP” provides an intro-
duction to Congar’s life’s work, as well as an account of his contribution to 
theology and to the Church. It highlights the importance of his ecumenical 
vocation and of his 1935 study of unbelief published in La vie intellectuelle 
(3). The chapter also draws attention to the role of the “cult of Truth” in 
Congar’s life and work (4). Oelrich concludes the chapter with reference to 
Congar’s place in the “profound renewal of ecclesiology, and in particular his 
explicitly stated intention to move the presentation of the Church beyond 
mere ‘hierarchologies’” (9). It is this element of Congar’s ecclesiology which, 
in Oelrich’s view, makes his theological treatment of authority particularly 
worthy of study. 
 Chapter 2, “Historical Foundations for the Understanding and Practice of 
Authority in the Church” places the subject matter of this work within the 
essential context of the return to the sources, the indispensable role of history, 
and pneumatology—foundational concerns of Congar’s thought (11-12). 
Oelrich provides a helpful outline of the history of authority in the Church by 
means of a careful exposition of Congar’s historical works. In a significant and 
insightful analysis, Oelrich remarks: “The various ecclesiastical, spiritual, and 
sociological trends that marked the entire period of the Middle Ages came to 
full development, often violently and destructively, in the sixteenth century 
and the centuries that followed” (29). Confronted by the two powerful forces 
of the Protestant Reformation and secularization, Church authorities adopted 
a defensive attitude. It would take a long time for dialogue and engagement to 
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displace the old entrenched defensiveness. Oelrich’s comment is apposite: 
“Losing religious ground to the Reformation, intellectual ground to science 
and secular humanism, philosophical ground to the Enlightenment, and 
political ground to the often violent forces of democracy, the Church found 
itself always on the defensive” (33). The breakthrough to change was, of 
course, effected at the Second Vatican Council. This chapter concludes with 
the assertion that authority in the Church is both hierarchical and communal. 
These two principles are the subject of the next two chapters of the book. 
 Chapter 3, “The Community or Life Principle of Authority” brings us to 
the heart of Congar’s thought on authority. The theme of structure and life is 
fundamental to Congar’s ecclesiology. In his seminal work on Church reform, 
True and False Reform in the Church, he underlines its importance 
unambiguously: “Nothing would be more dangerous than to work to reform 
something in the domain of the ecclesial life without being assured of a very 
solid ecclesiology, that is to say a theology of the structure of the Church.” 
Oelrich rightly begins his treatment of authority in Congar’s thought by first 
setting out precisely how he understands the terms “structure” and “life” by 
means of a comparison with the thought of Hans Küng (43). Oelrich’s analysis 
of Congar’s articulation of the theological foundations of the community 
principle of authority includes the following elements: “Church as Com-
munion,” “Ontology of Grace,” and the relationship between “the Church 
and the World.” The profound influence of St. Robert Bellarmine was felt up 
to the First Vatican Council and resulted in an overemphasis on external 
structures at the expense of a true spiritual anthropology, an imbalance that 
continues to affect the Church adversely in various ways. A related difficulty 
concerns the Church’s low regard for the world. The Second Vatican Council 
contributed in a significant way to “reframing” the Church’s relationship with 
the world, thus enshrining Congar’s thought in its documents. In this regard, 
Congar’s view is moderate, balanced, and ultimately correct: “The Church 
does not exist for herself: she has a mission to and a responsibility for the 
world.” Oelrich concludes chapter 3 with an informed treatment of the fruits 
of Congar’s articulation of the life principle of authority encapsulated in the 
following terms: “charisms,” “conciliarity,” “reception,” and “sensus 
ecclesiae.” He notes two important implications of Congar’s life principle of 
authority: first, a renewed articulation of the ontology of grace with its 
affirmation of the human person alongside that of God and of Scripture; and 
second, a profound appreciation for the interior principle of the Church, a 
key feature of ressourcement (76-79). 
 Chapter 4, “The Hierarchical Principle of Authority” presents an ex-
plication of the central elements of the Church’s authority structures. These 
include apostolicity and collegiality, apostolic succession and the primacy of 
Peter, magisterium and service. Oelrich proceeds to an examination of the 
various elements of the hierarchical principle of authority as they appear in 
Congar’s writings. The question of authority and its application by the Church 
is ever a sensitive matter and particularly in the present era. For this reason 
Oelrich views Congar’s contribution as decisive for the Church of today: “His 
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articulation of the authentic tradition shows that in the church the hierarchical 
aspect serves as an essential reminder that the church, and indeed all 
humanity, finds its ultimate life in a gift that comes not of its own constructing 
but from outside and above” (116). 
 Chapter 5, “A Trinitarian Logic of Authority” provides an overview of 
ecclesial authority in Congar’s work. It points to the limitations of his 
dialectical approach and attempts to transpose his insights into a Trinitarian 
synthesis: “The essential difficulty of Congar’s dialectic between structure and 
life is that it fails to place the various and certainly distinct aspects of the 
church within an authentic trinitarian dynamic” (129). In conclusion, Oelrich 
prioritizes conversion over structures and calls for a declericalization of 
authority. Perhaps this approach, coupled with Congar’s pertinent insights, 
may find resonance in the present efforts of Pope Francis to reform the 
Roman Curia. 
 I am pleased to recommend Anthony Oelrich’s study of ecclesial authority 
in Congar’s thought. It is a carefully researched and well-written work that is 
objective and free of ideological bias in its interpretation of one of the key 
contributors to the twentieth-century ressourcement in Catholic thought. A 
minor defect is the omission of a key to abbreviations used in the work for the 
convenience of readers and researchers. 
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